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PREFACE 

The proposed enquiry, which the wr ** r has meditated 
for a good many years, and which, a little helped but 
more hindered by his earlier professional duties as a critic 
and journalist, has become an actual part of his later 
work as a professor of literature, is devoted to a subject 
entirely neglected for some centuries of our literary 
history. Treated partially and sptiradically during the 
sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth, and never at¬ 
tempted as a whole until Mitford’s essay towards the end 
of this last, it has during the nineteenth been pursued 
with increasing attention ; but too often in the fashion of 
shreds and patches, and almost always with a view to 
enforcing and illustrating preconceived ideas on certain 
points. The most famous instance of this is of course 
Dr. Guest's History of English Rhythms. No book 
known to me in Knglish, except the two just .specified, 
attempts a complete historical examination up to its own 
time; and while Mitford’s, good as it is, is perhaps 
injured by prejudice and certainly by necessary imper¬ 
fection 'of knowledge, the conclusions drawn at every page 
by Guest from his admirable collection and digestion of 
material, almost deserve Southey’s contemporary dis¬ 
missal of them as “ worthless.” 

I shall endeavour to avoid such misfortunes, not by 
any superior dexterity in handling, but by the humble 
virtue of sticking to the facts—of examining, through at 
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least seven hundred years of verse, what the prosodic 
characteristics of Knglish have actually been, and what 
goodness or badness of poetry has accompanied the 
expression of those characteristics. In other words, I 
shall tiy—^as in other histories of literary matter which 
I have written, so in this which I hope to write—to 
remember that the Rule comes from the Work, not the 
Work from the Rule. As to this work itself, I believe I 
have read ^ nearly all the printed stock of English verse 
before 1600 ; and I know that I have read every poet of 
the slightest repute since that date, and a great number 
of poets who neither have nor deserve any. The process 
has taken some time and labour. 1 trust that the result, 
if it be ever completed, may have at least some value. 

I had made up my mind from the first to make the 
book a history of prosodic study as well as of prosodic 
expression, but on mature consideration it seemed better 
not to deal witli the former subject in this volume. It would 
at most have been possible to include, in its last Book, a thin 
chapter dealing with Gascoigne and a few other authors 
who can be much better dealt with in the next. Only the 
battle of classical metres falls necessarily to be noticed here, 
and that can be anticipated a little and redone later. 

It may seem surprising that, postponing so much, I 
should undertake, or hope, to finish the enquiry in two 
more volumes; but I think the method of thorough 
investigation of the origins will justify itself. It is the 
neglect of these origins, or the insufficient examination of 
them, which has been at the root of most of the mistakes 
on the subject. And when this neglect is repaired, much 
will become quite clear, and need little fresh presentation 

' As these statements are sometimes misunderstood, 1 may perhaps be 
allowed to say that this is not in the least a boast, but merely a guarantee. 
That it should be superfluous, I quite admit: whether it is, I leave those 
who know to judge. 




PfiEFACE 


VII 


in the later story. I cannot hope, in treating a matter 
so complex, so seldom treated hitherto as a whole, and 
so full of little traps of detail, to have avoided slips 
wholly : but I trust there are not too many of them. 

I think I have never yet failed to .'icknowledge and 
salute my predecessors. And therefore 1 may say that this 
book owes hardly anything to Dr. Schipixrr’s elaborate 
and painstakifig Englische Ji/t'irik. 1 saw from the first 
that it could be of little use to me, as it was absolutely 
necessary to make the examination facts anew and 
independently ; and I constantly find that great gulf 
between its handling and mine which must always exist, 
in the particular subject, between a foreigner and a native. 
1 admire his diligence and his learning unstintedly, but 
“ he works his work, 1 mine.” Of all previous important 
prosodic studies, English and American, I hope to give 
due account in the succeeding volumes.* 

I have thought it better to give the necessarily 
numerous examples in footnotes: first, because the 
inclusion of them in the text breaks and disturbs argu¬ 
ment and exposition ; secondly, that those who dislike 
the text may have the solace without the sin. And I 
hope the frontispiece-photograph of the Godric fragments 
may deserve at least the praise, once bestowed on another 

V 

facsimile, of being " a thing of value ” in “ an otherwi.se 
worthless book.” The combined summaries at the end 
of each period, and the Appendices on pervading subjects, 
may be serviceable, and I have, as always, endeavoured to 
make the Index as useful as possible. The little Glossary 
of technicalities prefixed is offered out of no impertinent 

' The work of Mr. Bridf^cs and Mr. Omond, and the prosodic part of the 
//isl 0 iy of Mr. Courthope, all of whom 1 may, I hope, call my friends, must 
lie at least mentioned here. T have the misfortune to disc^;ree sometimes 
with all of them—there is no such “ lair field full of fishting folk ” as Prosody; 
tut this does not affect my salute. And had Mr. J. B. Mayor’s English Afeire 
been fuller, 1 had hardly written this book. 
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officiousness, or presumption of the reader’s ignorance, but 

on strong representations of its desirableness. 

Unfortunately, I cannot hope to escape the penalties 
of “ interloping,” as far at least as this volume is con¬ 
cerned. Very little attention has hitherto been paid to 
Middle English literature as literature, add the attention 
that has actually been paid to it has been bestowed 
mainly by those who are philologists first of all, if not 
last of all also. I " follow not them,” for reasons partly 
exposed at pp. 166 sq. of this volume ; and even if the 
Scaligerian tradition of manners had not clung to philo¬ 
logy, I could not expect a warm w'elcome—in the good 
sense. It is even not quite uncommon already to find 
warnings, quite genuine and respectable, uttered in 
reference to the supposed prejudices arising, in dealings 
with such matter as that of the early part of this History^ 
from acquaintance with the later developments of English 
literature. Such prejudices are, no doubt, possible. But 
I would very strenuously entreat students of the subject, 
and critics of this book, to consider whether there is not 
another set of prejudices which is likely to be at least 
equally operative, being derived in all cases from neglect of 
these developments, and in some, perhaps, from insufficient 
acquaintance with them. It is not very difficult—it can 
at any rate be done with some application in no very 
great number of years—to acquaint oneself with the 
theories of phonetics and philology, and to apply them 
in an orthodox manner to whatsoever presents itself. 
It takes a very much longer time—a number of years 
which excites not so much sensations of pride as sensa¬ 
tions of ruefulness as one looks back on it—to acquaint 
oneself with English literature and English poetry at 
large. In the one case there is a cheerful and helpful body 
of teachers, fellow-students, and disciples, to rally round 
one, and assert the prerogative of scholarship ; in the 
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Other it is only here and there that one can look for a 
comrade who has gone through the same experiences. 
And while in the first case the differences no doubt exist¬ 
ing, and existing rather importantly for our present purpose, 
are minor; on tlw other they are sometimes much more 
important, and prevent the assumption, towards the public 
of laymen, of that confident corporate face which has so 
much effect. Yet it was not, as a rule, in company that 
the knight of adventure achieved the best rewards of the 
adventurous. 

I do not know whether it is too personal to give as a 
conclusion the origin, or one of the origins, in my own 
case, of the central idea of this book, that feet or “ spaces *’ 
are the integers, the grounds, the secret, of Knglish 
prosody. More than forty years ago, I was reading the 
Otfyssejf one evening in a set of Oxford rooms, on the 
ground-floor looking into Merton Street. Somebody had 
a wine not far off; and the respectable “ Slap ” (whom 
Oxford men of my generation will remember) had brought 
his “noise” to the spot according to custom. Just as 1 
came to the Song of the Sirens, they were playing a 
certain waltz of the day, well known to me (for like the 
unfortunate hero of a contemporary comic ditty I was 
“very fond of dancing”) as The ^Cornflower. And it 
struck me, as I listened to the slow voluptuous music, 
and read the famous line with the clinging u sound 
p>ervading it, and rendered poignant by the sharper /*s 
and o’s and <*’s— 

t 

Atvp aye yvv,^ vroXvaiv* ’OSiwrcv, fieya kvSos 

with how little truncation (of the last word only) it could 
be adjusted— spaced -—to the waltz-time itself, different as 
it is from that of the natural hexameter. I do not mean 
to say that 1 elaborated a theory of prosody at the age of 

* This i.s surely better than l*i». 
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eighteen. But I had, even before that, been accustomed to 
.scan (and if possible to scan in different ways) the poetry 
of which 1 was, and ever have been, an unsatiatcd and 
insatiable lover ; and by degrees things shaped themselves. 
Perhaps the Sirens are dangerous guides here as elsewhere, 
but I have never been so certain of that. At any rate, I 
am sure that attention to prosody never barred or spoiled 
attention to poetry, except in those who have been made 
unpoetical from the beginning. The poets, it is true, 
escape us more or less. “ Their feet have trod so near to 
God, we may not follow them.” But some footprints on 
the ways by which they reached the Divine Presence 
remain. And of these ways perhaps the most clearly 
trodden, and perhaps the farthest-reaching of all, is the 
Way of Metre.' 

GEORGE SAINTSBURY. 


Kimnhukcii, Feb. 2::, 1906. 


* I cannot express my ih.'ink.'t loo heartily to I’rofessors Ker, Elton, and 
(arc^ory Smith for the kindness with which they have read my proofs on 
thi.s rather troublesome matter, and for the admirable suggestions which they 
have made. Also I must warmly thank my colleague, Mr. A. B. Webster, 
Lecturer in EnglLsh in the University of Edinburgh, fur undertaking to read 
the final proofs of the illustrative passages once more with the books, and 
Mr. Fuller Maitland and Profes.sor Niceks for information as to theGodric music. 
Lastly, if it be not too impiitlent, I should like to express my infinite thanks to 
two other friends, who, I fear, will disapprove many things in this book—to 
Dr. Furnivall and to Professor Skeat. Hut for their work, for that of others 
whom they very mainly have encouraged and enlisted, and for that of Thomas 
Wright most of all in the generation before them, we should not have had 
those texts without which I myself never care to work on any subject what¬ 
soever, and which in this case have gone far to secure us access to the 
whole range of English poetry. 1 dare say my use of what they have 
provided is vicious; hut at least no one shall say of my book, as Sir Philip 
Sidney said in a certain audacious poetic inversion, ** Do they call virtue there 
ungratefulness ? ” 
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eighteen. But I had, even before that, been accustomed to 
scan (and if possible to scan in different ways) the poetry 
of which I was, and ever have been, an unsatiated and 
insatiable lover ; and by degrees things shaped themselves. 
Perhaps the Sirens arc dangerous guides here as elsewhere, 
but I have never been so certain of that. At any rate, I 
am sure that attention to prosody never barred or spoiled 
attention to poetry, except in those who have been made 
unpoetical from the beginning. The poets, it is true, 
escape us more or less. “ Their feet have trod so near to 
God, we may not follow them.” But some footprints on 
the ways by which they reached the Divine Presence 
remain. And of these ways perhaps the mo.st clearly 
trodden, and perhaps the farthest-reaching of all, is the 
Way of Metre.' 

GEORGE SAINTSBURY. 


/’cd. 22, 1906. 


’ 1 cannot express my thanks too heartily to Professors Ker, Elton, ami 
(iregory Smith for the kindness with which they have read my proofs on 
this rather troublesome matter, and for the admirable suggestions which they 
have made. Also 1 must warmly thank my colleague, Mr. A. B. Webster, 
Lecturer in English in the University of Edinburgh, for undertaking to read 
the final proofs of the illustrative passages once more with the books, and 
Mr. Fuller Maitland and Professor Niccks for inforination as to theGodric music. 
Lastly, if it l)e not too impudent, I should like to express niy infinite thanks to 
two other friends, who, 1 fear, will disapprove many things in this book—to 
Dr. Furnivall and to Professor Skeat. Hut for their work, for that of others 
whom they very mainly have encouraged and enlisted, and for that of Thomas 
Wright most of all in the generation before them, we should not have had 
those texts without which I myself never care to work on any subject what> 
soever, and w’hich in this case have gone &r to secure us access to the 
whole range of English poetry. I dare say my use of what they have 
provided is vicious; but at least no one shall .say of my book, as Sir Philip 
Sidney said in a certain audacious poetic inversion, ** Do they call virtue there 
ungratefulness ? ” 
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GLOSSARIOLUM TECHNICUM 


For excuse of this short hand-list see Preface, It is confined to words of 

freqitent occurrence. Others are in Index. 

.dnacrusis. —A haIf>foot or syllable prefixed t i the regular metrical scheme. 
In English, though there are examples of I'lsr-r r*Mncrusi<<, it generally takes 
the form of a monosyllabic foot which may < iiicliuled in the scheme. 
Some have proposed to call it “catch.” 

jirsis. —This term, and its correlative thesis^ are rather iliffercntly, anil some¬ 
times contradictorily, used by prosiKlists. 1 use it always ns meaning the 
lengthening caused by raising or emphasising the voice, and thest\ as the 
contrary process, or occasion, of shoitening by drop or slip. 

Ctrsitra. —At one time an oild habit existed in English of using this as equiva¬ 
lent to “elision.” 1 always use it as ~ “pause,’’ anri ns ~ the most 
important pause in the line, if there are more |»auses than one. In classical 
scansion the ca;suras are usually fenfhemimeral^ i.e. at the fifth syllable, 
or he/fhihemimeralf at the seventh. .See note ji. 270. 

Catalexis. —In the use of this term (literally “ leaving of! ”) and its derivatives 
there arc also some v.ariations. In the follow'ing pages it always means, 
when used generally, defect or excess at the end of a line. CatalecFt 
simply mcaiKs that a syllable is wanting ; hia^hytatalccttc that a whole foot 
is so ; hypercatalectii that there is a syllable en'er. 

Dimeter^ etc. (sec note p. 169). — It is usual in tireek to employ this notation 
of anapa.'st.s as well as of iandiics. The brnglish anapiesi i.s, however, as 
a rule, a rather bulkier foot than the (ircek, and when used as a base is 
less frequently shortened by equivalence. Then is, therefore, some excuse 
for using “tetrameter” here, though therean aiiapseslic tetrameter 
proper in Aristophanes. 

Epanapkora. —Beginning successive clauses or verses with the same w'ord or 
phrase. It mu.«t lie distingui.shed from epanorthosis, which means picking 
up a word again to play on, or emphasise it. 

Equivalence and suhstitutiofi. Sec Ajijtendix. 

Feel. —Most of these are familiar to eveiyl»ody, but some are not, so that it 
may be well to give a full list; Pyrrhic,, w ; lamh, ^ — ; Trochee^ —'>a \ 

Spondeef -; 'Prihrach, jVIoIossu\, -; Anapast, — ; Dactyl, 

— ww; Cretie, — w—; Amphibrach, — Bacchic, - yc ; Antibaechir, 

Pteon, v/s/sy—, the odd syllabic taking each of the four possible 

positions ; Fpitrite, -ditto ; Choriamb, — w« — ; Antispast, 

O — — sx ; Ionic a minore, — lomc a majore, -^ ; Dt-tamb, 

-w—; Diirochee, — Dochmiar, a five-syllable foot most com¬ 
monly \c — — but of course largely variable. 
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—The matter preferred, and the method to be applied to it— 

The time concerned-—illustrations from Professor Skeat on 
(lucst and Chaucer—Antecedent Prosodies—Anjjlo-Saxon- - 
Latin—Its divergent lessons—The earlier or “ classical ” metre 
—The later “accentual” rhythm—The clash of Rhythm and 
Metre—Rhyme—Creek (?)—l-'rench and iTovengal—Scandi¬ 
navian - ' Celtic—Summar>'. 

§ I. Df:hnition of tiik Suuject 

I HAVE called the book which I arn proposing to write, The Tide. 
A History of English Prosody^ after some deliberate con¬ 
sideration of alternatives. “ History of h.nglish Rhythms^' 
is not only a title preoccupied by the best-known and 
(with all its faults) by far the best book existing on the 
subject—that of Dr. Guest—but it was used in that book 
with such a definitely polemical, ff not actually question- 
begging, intention that it could hardly be thought of. 

And “ History of English Metre,'* which for some time I 
preferred, seems to be open to complementary objections. 

It might be taken as aggressive on the opposite side 
to Dr. Guest’s attack ; and if one guarded against this, 
there woul(^ be the serious logical difficulty that we have 
to deal with some things to which the term “metre*’ 
can only be applied by a great stretch of propriety. 

“ History of English Versification" is free from these 
objections, but might seem to promise a more theoretical 
handling than I intend, for reasons to be shortly exposed ; 

3 
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and “ History of English Verse would be too large, and 
might be taken to signify some competition with Warton 
and my friend Mr. Courthope. “ Prosody,” on the other 
hand,—except to those who take fright or offence at any¬ 
thing that even suggests the influence of the classical 
languages in this matter,—seems entirely anodyne^ the 
term having long been used in all languages, modern as 
well as ancient, for a division of, or a supplement to, 
Grammar, and carrying no treacherous or question- 
begging connotation with it. 

It is, however, still desirable to set down exactly the 
signification which it is intended to attach to the word, 
or, to put the thing differently, the extent of claim which 
it is intended to mark out on the subject. The inclusion 
will be found tolerably wide, I think, but there will be 
throughout one exclusion which I fear may possibly be 
resented or contemned, judging from the eager attention 
which has been bestowed upon the matter excluded by 
many, if not most, who have handled the subject itself. 
I do not propose, in these pages, to take a side upon, to 
argue out, or (except when it meets us unavoidably in 
connection with some of the questions mooted) to refer 
at all to the problem so frequently and hotly discussed, 
with, as some think, such very little effect, as to the par¬ 
ticular agency which constitutes that difference of the 
value of syllables out of which rhythm and metre are 
made. That there is such a difference, and that out of it 
rhythm and metre are constituted, not merely in English, 
but in every European language known to us, hardly the 
very rage of controversy will, I suppose, deny. The first 
line of the ^Eneid and the first line of the Caedmonian or 
Pseudo-Caedmonian Genesis, any stanza of Sappho and 
any versicle of Walt Whitman, alike consist of what till 
recently nobody hesitated to call longs and shorts ”— 
of two classes of sound-values (possibly subdividable into 
minor classes, but broadly distinguished each from other) 
the juxtaposition of which, on no matter what system, 
constitutes what most people call poetry, and what all 
who use the terms call rhythmical and metrical writing. 
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On what, in turn, constitutes this difTerence I do not pro- Matters 
pose, unless obiter or accidentally, or when dealing histori- g^boiSinated. 
cally with those who have discussed it, to say one word in 
this book. I call the two classes “ longs ” and shorts " 
without the very slightest innuendo or insinuation that I 
believe the source of difference to be the greater length 
of time, the greater quantity, in the technical sense, of the I 
one as compared with the other. 1 do not, if any one , 
cares for my opinion, think that “ length " and “ shortness ” 
always or strictly fio constitute the difference. Neither 
do I think that “stress" or “slur,” fhat “weight” or 
" lightness,” supplies the universal cause ; nor that “ sharp¬ 
ness ” or absence of sharpness, nor that “ strength ” or 
" weakness ” docs so ; nor that any of the other pairs of 
opposites which have been suggested will suffice. All the.se 
oppositions may now and then be acceptable enough ; in 
many ca.scs combinations of them may e.xist. Hut to me 
ail this is a previous question, and one in the solution of 
which I am wholly uninterested, not least because I do 
not think it possible. 

Therefore the battle of Accent r-. Quantity,* which rhe matter 
seems to interest most writers on Prosody so much, will, 
cxcept historically, make very little figure in this book. 

I think, I must confess, that most persons who have 
used these words combatively have, as Mr. Matthew 
Arnold most falsely and unjustly said of another matter, 

“ got ruffled by fighting ” till they have really forgotten 
what the words they use mean. When I sjxjak of Prosody 
I mean : The laivs and variations ohserifabie in the rhythmical 
and metrical f^roupiny^ of sets of the two values just referred 
to. And I call these two values “ long ” and “ .short ” just 
as I’ might call them “ Abracadabra ” and “ Abraxas ”— 
absolutely without prejudice or preference to any theory 
of the exact process by which the one becomes Abraxas 
or the other Abracadabra. 

On the other hand, we shall endeavour to enquire and the 

method to 

• Once more I shall be perfectly frank and slate my own opinion, which is “PP**®** 
that in Enj^lish accent is a cause of quantity, but not the only cause, and not 
a stable one. See App. on “Common Syllable.s.” 
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exactly and faithfully, from the veiy beginning of what 
can fairly be called English literature, what the arrange¬ 
ments of these two base-values have been, and how the 
manipulation of them has effected (or, to be entirely 
impartial, has coincided with) improvement, or deteriora¬ 
tion, or stationary quality in English poetry. To put the 
matter in yet another light, the subject of our enquiries 
will be Architecture, not Petrology; Painting, not the 
enquiry into the chemical constitution of colours ; Art, 
not Science. But we shall find it possible and desirable, 
if not positively necessary, to include in our enquiries 
all important previous enquiries into the subject, because 
these constitute a very important part of the actual 
history thereof. 

The system of temporal limitation requires less 
comment. The distinction between Anglo-Saxon and 
English is one of those things which escape the too 
curious enquirer, but present no difficulties to the com¬ 
munis sensus ; and this distinction is never more unmis¬ 
takable by the latter than in the case of verse. Exactly 
how the islands may be dotted across the Behring 
Straits of 1000-1200 the philologist may be left to settle 
for himself. It is certain that between the poems of the 
Exeter Book, which roughly represent the further shore, 
and the work of Layamon, for instance, which represents 
the hither, a gulf is fixed, so far as we can judge, far 
mightier than that between the poems of perhaps seven 
centuries earlier and those of 1000, than, as we more 
or less know, that between the poems of seven actual 
centuries later and those of 1200. From the hither 
shore, therefore, we begin, yet not without consideration 
of the further, or of the islands between, or of the possible 
assistances to communication. 

Lastly, the unchanging purpose of the book is, and 
will be, to let the texts and the facts tell their own story; 
and to submit, in all intelligent interpretation, to that 
story absolutely. The writer has had some {A'actice in 
Jiterary history, and, whatever his dose of original sin, 
whatever his accumulation of self-sought corruption, ought 



CHAP. 1 


INTRODUCTORY 


7 


to know something about it by this time. He is con^* 
vinced that the greatest of all dangers, the things to be 
avoided much more than a rock from which you may 
escape only damaged, and as much as a whirlpool 
wherein you will be wholly whelmed, are, firstly, the 
“ must have been,” the assumption of convenient but 
unknown facts, and the suppression of inconvenient 
though known ones; secondly, the attempt to dictate to 
great artists, the preposterous theory of the ” monstrous 
beauty,” the disqualification of the player because he 
has not played an artificial game. Rhythm and metre, 
accent and quantity, sections here and sections there, strict 
syllabic identity and clastic .syllabic equivalence,—all are 
good when they appear in the making of good poetry, 
none are good when they appear in—much more when they 
have apparently caused—the making of poetry that is bad. 
Nobody, in the .study of literature, should be afraid of 
having his heart grieved with anything that is truly shown 
to his eyes. For it is only fear that hath torment, and the 
love of literature, like other loves, casts out fear altogether.' 

I shall perhaps best illustrate the principles on which 
this book will proceed as well as, incidentally, the extreme 
difficulties which are introduced in the discussion of 
prosodic matters by the difference of the eyes with which 
men sec, and the difference of the ears with which they 
hear, from two criticisms of my friend Professor Skeat, 
than whom it would be impossible for me to mention any 
living authority on English with sincerer honour, respect, 
and (both for public and private help) gratitude. 


The first is the 
Preface to Guest:— 


following passage from Dr. 


Skeat’s Illustrations 

from IVofessor 

_Skf.'at on 

Guest and 


* I do not know whether I ought to add a third danger, my own attempt cjhaucer 
to avoid which will no doubt, as it has done already, provoke or grieve the 
excellent persons who always desiderate “ philosophical ” treatment of a 
subject. I have dared their anger and their sorrow before, and must, how* 
ever regretfully, dare them again. Probably an aljslract handling of Prosody 
is possible —the mathematical element in it prevents difficulty in allowing that. 

But such a handling is not the task which I have set myself. 1 may say, 
without flippancy, qui taime If suive. He should even, if he will con¬ 
descend to do so, receive considerable assistance in his quest from the resu|ts 
of my humbler enquiries. 
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The ma<% | so cx)nstantly used throughout the book to indir 
Oate the scansion invariably marks the accented syllables^ and is 
not used to mark the division into feet as in the case of Greek 
and I^tin verses. It is, in fact, only another way of marking 
accent, used in place of the more usual, but far more clumsy, 
method of employing marks of accentuation. Thus it is the 
same thing whether we write 

When I the Bri|tish warlrior queen j 
or whether we write 

When the Brftish wdrrior quf^en. 

. . . Vft, when Dr. Guest correctly scans a certain line thus— 

In I the hexamjeter ri|ses: the foun|tain’s siljvery col|umn, 

it is curious to find a MS. note in Mr. Swifte’s copy to this 
effect: ** I think the proper scansion of this line is 

In the hex|amcter | rises the ( fountain’s j silvery j column.” 

That is to say, Mr. Swifte “corrects” the author by scanning 
the line exactly the same as before : he has merely employed the 
symbol | in a sense of his own, by dividing the line into feet in 
the usual schoolboy fashion. 

The other passage is from a note to Chaucer's 
Boethius^ Metre i, last two lines— 

O ye, my frendcs, what or wherto avauntede ye me to ben weleful ? 
For he that hath fallen stood nat in stedefast degree, 

which represent in Latin— 

Quid me felicein toties jactastis amici ? 

Qui cecidit stabili non crat ille gradu. 

The note is :— 

With regard to the last sentence, Mr. Stewart remarks in his 
essay on Boethius, that Chaucer here “ actually reproduces the 
original metre, />. a hexameter and pentameter.” The true 
M.H. pronunciation must, for this purpose, be entirely neglected, 
which amounts to saying that Chaucer must have been profoundly 
unconscious of any such intention. 

Now these passages are very curious. It is not 
necessary to dwell on the perhaps slightly question-begging 
description of the usual accentual marking as “ clumsy,” 
or upon the strange supposition that another mark, which 
if it has any meaning at all means division, does not 
divide. The point to which I wish to draw attention is 
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, JProfessor Skeat’s assertion that the method of scan^i|jf, 
which poor Mr. Swifte suggested in his " schoolboy 
fashion is “ exactly the same *’ as Dr. Guest’s, and (I-j- 
suppose) that the actual division of the first line of 
Boadicea is “ exactly the same ” as if it were divided, 

When the I British | Warrior | Queen. 

Let US examine this. According to the system of prosody 
which I, like Mr. Swifte, adopt and understand, the Guc.stian 
division of the two lines makes the Boadicea line iambic 
and the Coleridge line anapiestir ; and as a matter of 
fact I think the latter right, while ] think the first wrong. 
But how can they be “exactly tlie .same”? The 
re.spective rhythms in the first case arc :— 


A 

B 

When 

When the 

the Brit¬ 

British 

ish War¬ 

Warrior 

rior Queen, 

(>ucen. 

second :— 


A 

B 

In 

In the hex¬ 

the hexam- 

ameter 

ett-r ri¬ 

rises the 

ses the fount¬ 

fountain’s 

ain’s sil¬ 

silvery 

very col¬ 

column. 

umn. 



I lay no stress on the division of words, which I do 
not think a very imjjortant point, though some persons of 
worship think otherwise, and which, as it happens, cuts 
different ways. I think Mr. Swifte is right in his division 
of the hexameter, supposbig that an English dactyl is 
possible^ which, in continuous scansion, I do not believe. 
But these things are questions of taste. What .seems to 
me to be not a question of taste at all, but one which lies 
at the absolute foundation of any possible theory of 
prosody, is whether Professor Skeat is right, or whether he 
is wrong, in regarding the two systems as “ exactly the 
same.” To my ear, as also to my eye and my mind, they 
are irreconcilably different. The base-rhythms of the two 
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plans are diametrically opposed, the poetical effect is 
entirely unlike, and I can hardly perceive any concordat 
or compromise as to English verse being possible between 
those who perceive, and those who do not perceive, this 
difference. 

The other case is of a conveniently different kind. 
Again, I shall not dwell on the point that “the true 
pronunciation of Middle English ” is very mainly guess¬ 
work — resting on ingenious hypotheses not a century 
old/ Never mind that. What we are asked to believe 
is that Chaucer, translating a certain rhythm, and apparently 
reproducing that rhythm, was not consciously (or even, I 
suppose, ////consciously) reproducing it at all. 

Now observe this. The Eatin hexameter is a very 
artificial arrangement, and it is x to one that it could be 
reproduced accidentally. The Latin pentameter is a still 
more artiheial rhythm, and it is y to one that it could be 
so reproduced. But the two combined are of such an 
artificiality, that for any one to have them before him 
and to reproduce them without conscious or unconscious 
echo is an improbability, the odds against which I must 
leave to some member of Professor Skeat’s University 
to work out, for a mere Oxonian’s mathematics are not 
equal to it. 

But an illustration is always something of a digression, 
though this digression was, 1 think, worth making. I need 
but partly add, and partly repeat, that my object is here 
to examine, in chronological order, the practice and the 
theories of English Prosody which have actually existed 
in the seven centuries between i 200 and 1900 ; that so 
far as I myself start with a working theory of Prosody, it 
is that it consists of arrangements of certain factors which 
arc themselves juxtapositions of sound-values of (generally 

^ It has been objected to me that wc i/o know, and not guess, that 
** wcicful” was trisyilabic, and so on. I jut I think I can hit this ball well to 
the boundary. In Chaucer’s time, if not by Chaucer, we know that these 
were getting obliterated, and whatever he might do in deliberate verse, he 
might easily neglect them in a mere vague haunting echo of memory. 
Indeed, he seems actually to have written “ welful ” eksewhere. (Observe 
that I do nut say he ** intended ” to reproduce the rhythm.) 
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speaking) two different kinds ; that by calling these sound* 
values “long” and “short” 1 do not intend to beg the question 
as to their origin and differentia ; and that in calling their 
combinations or arrangements generally “ feet ” and individu¬ 
ally or specifically by the names of iamb, anapaest, and 
the like, by using such other terms of classical prosody as 
catalexis, anacrusis, and so forth, I am again taking no 
liberty and spreading no snare. The accent-man may, 
wherever he pleases, substitute for my “iamb” “combination 
of unaccented and accented syllables ” ; the stress-man for 
my “ anapaest ” “ unit of two unsirc'>s-.'d and one stressed 
syllabic ” ; the disciple of Ellis otie of his chains of 
“super-strong,” “sub-weak,” etc., for iny “dimeter” and my 
“ heroic.” If, on such substitution, it be found that I have 
ignored any clench, begged any question, taken any unfair 
advantage, I shall give up the passage altogether. In so 
far as I appeal to any tribunal, it is that of the fairly 
sensitive and well-trained ear. How would such an ear 
“ scan ” (again with no malice in the word) each line ^ 
and when such an ear has pronounced, what most rational 
rationale presents itself as a formula to express the 
scansion ? Of the answers to these questions, and the 
working-out necessary to get those answers, I hope to 
make the stuff and substance of this book. 


§ 2. “The Mothers” 

Among the influences, conscious or unconscious, actual Antece^t 
or possible, which must or may have acted upon an '^®*^'*** . 
Englishman desirous of writing English verse in the twelfth 
century, the antecedent prosodies of the languages with 
which he was acquainted, or which had in this or that way 
worked upon the language he was using, must, of course, 
hold a great place, and for our purpose almost the greatest 
They may be said to be five in number—(A) Anglo-Saxon, 

(B) Latin (with a faint possibility of Greek), (C) French, 

(D) Scandinavian, and (E) Celtic. The part played by 
the first three is certain and all-important; that of the 


Anglo-Saxon. 
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last "two much smaller, and in any direct fashion rather 
problematical, but scarcely to be quite neglected. 

A. Anglo~Saxo 7 i 

The assignment of the first place among these to 
Anglo-Saxon * is not merely conventional, nor is it in any 
sense perfidious. It is true that some of the most serious 
errors (as they seem to the present writer) which have 
ever crept into the discussion of English prosody, have come 
from a too obstinate determination to serve that prosody 
heir, at all costs and in all points, to Anglo-Saxon. It is 
also true that, as T think we shall see, what has been by an 
engaging absurdity called “ the rhythm of the foreigner ” 
has in the main superseded the rhythm of this by no 
means aboriginal native. But, in the first place, the lan¬ 
guage which supplies the main stuff and substance of all 
English speech, and which supplied all but an infinitesimal 
proportion of it at the time when our enquiries proper 
begin, cannot but have a prerogative position. And, as we 
shall .see, Anglo-Saxon supplied much more than the 
materials ; it supplied an invaluable differentiating element 
from “ the rhythm of the foreigner ” in perhaps the most 
important of all points, the point which has given English 
poetry most of its predominant and incomparable beauty. 

As is pretty generally known, Anglo-Saxon prosody, 
though in one sense by no means simple, is in another 
simplicity itself. With rare and late exceptions, the whole 
body of Anglo-Saxon verse reduces itself to a single form 
which was practically identical in principle in all the 
cognate languages—English, German, and Scandinavian. 

* In the remarks which follow, the laws a.ssigned to Anglo-Saxon verse are 
drawn up so as to exhibit nor the writer’s private opinions, but the consensus 
of the best modem scholars. The comments are those of one who does not 
pretend to professional Anglo-Saxon “scholarship’’ himself, but who has 
read nil printed Anglo-Saxon poetry carefully. They are those of one who 
has read Middle English and Modern English verse as to the manner born. 
Although it is sometimes thought illiberal to lay stress on this advantage, I 
believe it to !« all-important. The Welsh critic who, the other day, observed 
that a Welsh ^Kistman could correct the work on Welsh prosody of the best 
Celtic scholar in France, may have shown something of the proverbial “ cen- 
6genousness ” of his race in expression ; but I fancy he was right in fact. 
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The staple line of this verse consists of two halves or 
sections, each containing two ** long,” “ strong," “ stressed,” 
** accented ” syllables, these same syllables being, to the 
extent of three out of the four, alliterated. At the first 
casting of the eye on a page of Anglo>Saxon poetry 
no common resemblances except these seem to emerge. 
But we see on some pages an altogether extraordinary 
difference in the lengths of the lines or, in other words, of 
the number of “short,” “weak,” “unstressed,” “unaccented” 
syllables which are allowed to group themselves round the 
pivots or posts of the rhythm. W t ..ttempts have been 
made, not without fair success, to divide the .sections or 
half-lines into groups or types of rhythm, more or less 
capable of being represented by the ordinary marks of 
metrical scansion.^ 

These, however, though in the sections, or in parts of 
them, something like our rhythm-bars may be seen, never 
for long together, and very seldom even as individual 
wholes, give us rhythm corresponding to ours. The 
difference between a passage of Langland and a passage of 
Chaucer appears everywhere, and of course cv'cn more strik¬ 
ingly, between a passage of any Anglo-Saxon poet and 
one of any modern. A sort of monotone or hum, generally 
of what we call trochaic type, less frequently of what we 
call dactylic or anapaestic, will indeed disengage itself for the 
attentive reader. But nothing more, look where he will 
and school his ear as carefully as he may, in Caedmon and 
Cynewulf, in Beowulf and Byrhtnoth^ everywhere and in 
everything. The .sharp and uncompromising section, the 
accents, the alliteration—these are all that the poet has to 
trust to in the way of rules sine queis non. But before 
long the said careful reader becomes aware that there is a 
“ lucky licence,” which is as a rule, and much more also ; 

* The standard authority on the subject is, of course, K. Sievers, 
maniseke Metrik^ Halle, 1893. Herr Sievers, with others many and 
reverend, would make the correspondence of groups much more exact than 
it used to be thought, and it is ui^cd that some combinations of syllables 
never occur. If so, so much the better for the theoiy of the present book, 
which can, however, do without it. For an excellent summary account see 
Mr. W. P. Ker, The Dark Ages^ Edinburgh, 1904, p. 228 sq. 
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and that this licence—'itself by no means merely licentious 
—concerns the allowance of unaccented and unalliterated 
syllables. The range of it is so great that on a single 
page-opening, taken at random, you may find the lines 
varying from nine to fifteen syllables, and, seeking a little 
farther, come to a variation between eight and twenty-one. 
Such contrasts are of course exceptional, but the contrast 
as such, and its principles such as they are, are the rule— 
the fourth rule after a fashion, as we have said. Middle 
pause, so strong as to be more than pause only, allitera¬ 
tion, accent, and substitution of cquivalcnced groups 
instead of rigid syllabic uniformity—these are the four 
pillars of the structure of Anglo-Saxon prosody. 


B. Latin 

There should be very little reasonable doubt that no 
preceptist example in the prosody of Early Middle English 
had half the force of that of Latin. That Latin was the 
“ Grammatica ”'—the pattern literary language—of all 
nations in the Middle Ages admits of no question. That 
it was practically the only language in which these nations 
had fini-shed literary examples before them admits of as 
little. But in regard to English, there is the important 
additional fact that the first Englishman who attained a 
distinct literary position had compassed a treatise in versi¬ 
fication which, according to his lights, embodied the 
traditional ideas of Latin prosody in so far as they were 
received and receivable by the time. Bede’s Ars Metrica 
was certainly the main, and not improbably the only, 
treatise on the subject that any Englishman of fair 
education was likely to know for some five hundred years 
after the date of its composition. And it reflected—through 
Victorinus, Auda.x, Mallius Theodorus, and others, as far 
back, at least, as Terentianus Maurus—ideas derived from 
the best classical times, mingled with others derived from 
times which, in the common estimate, are not so good. 

Any reader of this treatise, however, and any student 
* Cf. Dante, D* Vnlgari Eloquio. 
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of the subject, with or without a treatise to assist him, its divcrgam 
but availing himself of the actual Latin poetry at his 
disposal, must have been, whether he chose to admit it or 
not, puzzled, and, unless he was a person of e.xtraordinary 
genius, might have been misled, by the fact that this Latin 
poetry presented examples of verse constructed on two 
almost wholly different systems. There was, on the one The mriter or 
hand, the system of “ classical ” prosody, of which the best 
examples, from Virgil to Claudian, were perfectly well 
known to even the darkest of the “ Dark ” ages. Although 
a thorough and experimental actfa lintance with this is 
not so common as it would have been fifty or even 
thirty years ago, it cannot be necessary, in the introductory 
matter of a book like the present, to give a minute account 
of it to any probable reader. Derived—directly and as 

a matter of acquiescent learning and deliberate imitation 
derived—from Greek, it pre.sented a series of orderly arrange¬ 
ments in certain prosodic forms, of syllables, the greater 
number of which by far were definitely accounted before¬ 
hand as “ long ” or “ short " ; while of the rest almost all in 
Latin, as compared with a somewhat smaller proportion 
in Greek, had their length or shortness determined for 
them by the circumstances of their position - by the number 
or character of the consonants which followed the particular 
vowel in its actual collocation. 

The units thus classified beforehand were to be arranged 
in certain schemes of metrical adjustment. Some of thc.se, 
such as the Alcaic and Sapphic,' admitted, in Latin, of no 
variation, except by elision -the technical disappearance 
or occultation of a final syllable, under certain fixed rules, 
before the initial one of the next word. The number of 
syllables in a line was here always the same ; the order of 
long and short syllables—in other words, the arrangement 
in “ feet ”—was invariable likewise. Others, such as the 
hexameter and some forms of the iambic trimeter, were 
arranged on a principle of greater licence. Taking, generally 
but not in detail, the equivalence of one long syllable to 
two short as granted, ” feet ”—collocations of one long and 
a short, of one .short and a long, of a long and two .shorts. 




'Phe later 
' ‘ accentual" 
rhythm. 
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of two longs, of three shorts, and of two shorts and a long 
—might, on conditions more or less rigid, be substituted 
for each other. But these licences were in every case 
curbed by rules, not so much arbitraiy as deduced from 
the necessities of keeping the general character of the 
line ; and in no case, save in the comparatively rare one 
of a “ common ” syllable, or in virtue of those changes of 
position which were themselves rigidly defined, might the 
intrinsic quality-quantity of a syllable, the character of 
the prosodic integer, be tampered with. 

Such were the laws of the severer muses of Latin— 
examples of which, as has been said, were before every 
writer of any education from the first civilisation of the 
outlying European peoples to the period at which our 
book properly begins. But every such writer in every 
such nation had before him, at the same time, examples, 
in some cases even better known to him, of poetry written 
in the same language, but governed by an entirely different 
system of versification. In Italy itself the Graeco-Roman 
prosody had been merely superimposed upon one based 
on quite different principles. Not merely were the 
collocations of longs and shorts in the so-called “ Satur¬ 
nian ” metres (and perhaps in others) arranged on much 
simpler and less elaborately varied principles, but the 
inviolability of intrinsic quantity (which had already in 
Greek been much less^ than in literary Latin) was of 
extremely little account The stress or slur of the voice 
—the lilt of the accompanying music—were allowed to 
make long short and short long with almost entire com¬ 
plaisance ; and to some slight e.\;tent this liberty was 
allowed to encroach on regular metres, such as the iambic, 
which approached nearest to the popular forms. 

The results of this, revived and in turn imposed on 
“ metre ” in a fashion which does not directly concern us, 
our man of 1200 was constantly hearing in the services of 
the Church, and, if he was a reading man, often meeting in 


* 1 know that some excellent scholars demur to this. But for me the 
well'knuwn locus of Martial (ix. [ii] 12) settles the question, and I see no 
reason to limit it to proper names. (See Appendix, "Common Syllables.’*) 
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manuscript specimens of sacred and profane verse. The 
lowest term to which the line could be cut down—the 
syllable—had an extraordinary promiscuity of values, 
determined apparently by accent, by musical setting or 
suggestion, and by many other things, besides or contrary 
to the original prosodic quantification; but the next 
superior unit, the “ foot,” was in quite a different position. 

It was clearly upon it that the scansion depended ; you 
could take with it cither no liberties at all, or liberties in the 
older forms strongly determined by the laws of equivalence. 

And this establishment and con.scvr.ifion of the foot 
communicated an unmistakable rhythmical swing. Further, 
in this later prosody there was present something which 
was not usual in Classical nor, save late and rarely, 
present in Anglo-Saxon prosody—that is to say, Rhyme. 

And it could not require any remarkable acuteness 
to decide (whether consciously or unconsciously) that this 
rhyme in the first place bound and clenched the rhythm, 
emphasised and ensured its recurrence, in a very convenient 
fashion ; in the second, that it accompanied line and rhythm 
with an added music no less agreeable than cemvenient. 

The exact origin and progress of the rhythmical reversion 
and the rhyme-innovation arc very speculative questions. 

When, by the results of the vast extension of the later The clash of 
Roman Republic and the earlier Roman Kmpire, Rome Metre."* 
became the political and literary centre of the Western 
world, the Latin language necessarily became the at least 
secondary speech of education and means of conversa¬ 
tion to nations whose languages differed indeed very 
much from each other, but differed in most, if not in all 
cases, even more from Latin, All, beyond question, learnt 
the great examples of Roman poetry; all naturally en¬ 
deavoured to imitate them ; all, as a matter of inevitable 
consequence, found the gravest innovations necessary. It 
may have looked at first as if mere chaos and barbarism 
would be the result; as a matter of fact the earliest result 
that we possess is very nearly chaotic, and is quite barbaric. 

The hexameters of Commodian, an African bishop of the 
earliest fourth century, are among the greatest curiosities 
VOL. 1 C 
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of literature.' By entirely neglecting the classical qualities 
of the words and syllables used, they can be got into 
batches of spondees and dactyls which are numerically satis¬ 
factory. But this neglect of quantity, whether intrinsic or 
positional, as well as the other neglect of such law'S as 
that of elision, is an absolute necessity. With the right 
quantities, and observing the right laws, Commodian’s 
lines become mere ruinous heaps, destitute not only of 
any metre, but of any rhythm, mere handfuls not so 
much of prose as of possible materials of prose. And 
when the severer metres were attempted in this fashion, 
something not unlike the same result continued to be 
produced for more than another thousand years. 

But Order, if not the first law of earth, as it is said to 
be of Heaven, never takes very long to establish itself 
even here below ; and it was quite impossible that nations 
which were teeming with poetry, and which were naturally 
tempted to express themselves poetically in what they 
could not help regarding as the noblest of tongues—the 
tongue of their rulers, the tongue, before long, of the 
dominant religion, the only tongue that enabled a man 
to conceal or reveal his thoughts wherever he w^as— 
should content themselves with the mere “ pigeon ’’-metre 
of the African bishop. It is not the business of this 
book to attempt a conjectural—there can probably never 
be a certain—reconstruction of the steps of method, and 
the selection of material, which led to the rhythmical 
Latin prosody of the Middle Ages—one of the most 
exquisitely artificial-natural of all prosodic systems, and 
one lending itself, with a divine indifference, to poetry and 
to doggerel. As observed experimentally throughout the 
productions of a thousand years, of which the hymns of the 
I..atin Church are the noblest, and the “ Goliardic " poems 
the most amusing examples, it has two main character¬ 
istics, both of which must have pre.sented themselves 

* Here is one:— 

Respuis infelix bonuni disciplinne caelestis, 

where the propriety of the quantification as fat as the caesura sets off the 
anarchy which follows it. 
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to the more or less distinct and distinguishing conscious¬ 
ness of a fairly educated person in any European country 
during the twelfth century, while both were kept by the 
services of the Church in the ears, if not exactly in the 
minds, of the most uneducated. The first of these was 
the great phenomenon of rhyme ; the other was a modi¬ 
fication, very difficult to express in scientific terminology, 
but exceedingly easy to seize, and not very difficult to re¬ 
produce in practice, of the exact quantitative measures of 
classical poetry, selected, in the first place, with a mainly 
instinctive but extraordinarily felicitous eclecticism, and 
modified, in the second, after a fashion showing nothing 
short of inspiration.^ 

The exact origin of rhyme is another of those points Rhyme, 
which Fate, or Logic, or, if anybody pleases, Pusillanimity, 
dispenses us from attacking. The more probable, though 
it is certainly not the favourite, opinion seems to be that 
rhyme, of which symptoms, if not full examples, are found 
in the early poetry of most parts of the world, and which 
is not absent from formal Greek and Latin verse itself, 
was kept out of this formal poetry by the simple fact 
that its main function of “time-beating "—of marking, 
emphasising, and accompanying the poetic division—was 
in these cases made superfluous by the extreme accom¬ 
plishment of the metrical system. It stands equally to 
reason that, when it makes its appearance, this formal 
accomplishment should in turn be revised, as in any case 
it must evidently have been, owing to the different intona¬ 
tion, or rather intonations, natural to the new models.^ 

These intonations themselves must have had most to 
■do with the selection of the metres to be rhythmed, and 
the particular alterations applied in the process of rhyth- 
micising. But Church music and Church service, on the 

* Among the innumerable but here irrelevant points of interest may lie 
noted the way in which diflferent nations suited accentual Ijitin [j<ietry to their 
own accent. See this, which many must have dimly thought, well and I 
think first expressed, in Mr. Kcr’s Dari Ages, p. 202 sq. I believe he had 
been led to notice it first, a.s I had myself, by Baudelaire’s poem, Francisco* 

,mea* tauAes, modem as that is. 

* See note above. 
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one hand, and the aggregation of students from all parts 
of Europe in the centres of study on the other, seem to 
have effected a sort of common measure of prosodic 
values ; ^ and while it is notorious that the exact nation¬ 
ality of most of the comic, bacchic, and amatory poetry of 
the two centuries just referred to is extremely dubious, it 
is not really possible to discern any difference correspond¬ 
ing to the known nationality of the authors of the great 
hymns. It would probably be impossible to effect, and 
would certainly be very dangerous to attempt, too many 
mediate generalisations in reference to the alterations 
preferred. The commonest feet (putting aside the com¬ 
binations of four or even five syllables admitted by 
ancient prosody), in that prosody itself, had been iamb, 
trochee, and spondee among dissyllabic, dactyl, and 
anap;est among trisyllabic feet. But the spondee, 
though by no means, as some have thought, an unknown 
modern foot (it would be interesting to know how any 
correct pronunciation of “ humdrum ” or “ randan ” can 
make either anything but a spondee), is not common ^ in 
the modern tongues, and in mediaeval Latin, at any rate, 
the trochee and the anapaest have a greater relative 
prominence than in ancient. The systems, or schemes of 
arrangement, were exceedingly numerous, and sometimes 
of such complication that, without musical accompaniment, 
they have an air of non-naturalness. But the most 
ancient and the most popular are simple enough, such 
as the universally used and extremely effective adjust¬ 
ment of acatalcctic and catalectic trochaic dimeters— 

Pone luctum, Magdalena, 

Et serena lacrimas, 

which is for some purposes no doubt better arranged in 
one ** fifteener ” ; as its shortened variety of catalectic 
and brachycatalectic which gives the still more popular 
thirteener — 

Meum tnihi est propositum in tabema mori; 

^ Again with exceptions. 

^ Milton, however, was certainly fond of it, and so were others, as we 
shall see. 
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as the galloping dactylic tetrameter— 

Fumus et mulier ct stillicidia. 

But both in these and in almost all others there are 
noticeable two, perhaps three, things. The first is that 
syllabic uniformity is more strictly observed than ever—so 
much so that even elision is distinctly eschewed. The 
second is that these comparatively or wholly rigid syllabic 
lengths arc cut up into feet as rigid. The third is that 
in the selection of the syllables that make up thc.se feet, 
classical quantity is ignored in degrees which may seem 
to vary, but which in all probability are reducible to one 
single norm—that of an elastic, but by no means in¬ 
definitely elastic, pronunciation. 

In other words, and not to dwell on a subject which, 
inten.sely interesting as it is, is not our subject, the .supposed 
educated Englishman of 1100-1200, looking at his Ovid, 
and at any poems that happened to be then written in 
accent-Latin, would find that in both ca.scs the move¬ 
ment of the verse was separable into definite and the 
same unit.s, but that the parts which compo.scd these were 
apparently selected on quite different principles. He 
would (or he might) notice that the rhythm of such a 
line as 

Miraque res, media subitu tenus exstilit alvo 

(Met. xiii. 893) was, as far as the>first six words arc con¬ 
cerned, identical with that of 

Cur mundus militat sub vana gloria 

(always supposing that this poem was, as it may have 
been, written by 1200). But if he was a really observant 
person he would also observe that Ovid never uses, for 
such a rhythmical or metrical effect, such combinations of 
syllables as cur mundus or sub vana^ and that while militat 
actually does, and gloria in a different case may often do, 
such duty with him, he would carefully abstain from 
beginning the next word to militat with a consonant, or 
making gloria an oblique case. The observer would, also, 
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at least possibly observe that in his own pronunciation 
and intonation these refinements were rather superfluous. 
What practical conclusions he might draw will be matter 
of future consideration for us. 

Bz. Greek (?) 

If anybody at the same time had had any Greek 
before him (which is improbable, but not quite impossible),* 
he would have found the same state of things prevailing in 
a more aggravated dichotomy. Classical Greek literature 
would have presented itself to him with an initial and 
continuing superiority of freedom, in respect of common 
quantity of syllables and of equivalent ” adjustment 
of combined feet, but with a system on the whole as 
regular. Modem Greek literature would have shown the 
process which was going on in Latin, repeated, anticipated, 
or paralleled (for the facts arc extremely hard to decide 
upon), in a way systematically similar, but very inferior 
in actual result. There is not the slightest reason (such 
as is sometimes alleged as due to the prejudice arising 
from familiarity with classical models) why the hexa¬ 
meters of Tzetzes, the iambics of Theodorus Prodromus, 
and the accentual hfteeners of Manasses, should not be at 
least as attractive and acceptable as the carolling and 
chanting hexameters of Bernard of Morlaix, the solemn 
iambics of a hundred hymn-writers, and the tripping and 
laughing thirteeners of Mapes, or whosoever may have 
stood for “ Goltas.” They are, in fact, not merely not 
acceptable, but ineffably disgusting. And though no such 
phrase can be applied to the Greek hymns at their best, 
yet they seldom rise to the splendour and the " cry ” of the 
Latin—thereby exactly reversing classical experience. 
From the point of view of mere prosody, however, this 
does not matter. The help or the hindrance provided by 
Greek would have been, in rare and doubtful cases, exactly 
the same as that provided by Latin in cases innumerable 

* In the Dark Ages we find a good deal of rather ** pigeon ” Greek; less 
in the early Middle, 
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and indubitable. The student, or the listener, or the 
reader would have been provided with schemes, forms, 
practices, sometimes of a rigid, and always of a carefully 
adjusted character. 

C. French and Provett^aF 

The third prosody, French, with which in some ex- French and 
amples, at least, he had many chances, and at most some 
certainty, of being familiar, presentecli qualities not new or 
different, but differently combined and adjusted. There 
was rhyme, either perfect or imperfect (assonance), which 
distinguished it sharply from Anglo-Saxon ; and there 
was also a recurrent and diffused rhythm which dis¬ 
tinguished it therefrom at least as strongly. There was 
—as distinguishing it from at least the classical form 
of Latin, and still more remarkably from all forms of 
Anglo-Saxon—an almost, if not quite, universal refu.sal 
to admit any inequality or equivalence of syllables in the 
line. Number of .syllables seemed to count alone. But 
there was, superadded to this, a sharp caesura such as had 
existed in the classical, but did not always exist in the 
later, Latin, and which corresponded to the sections ” of 
Anglo-Saxon ; and there was an arrangement, not quite 
to be paralleled in either of these languages, that of 
buckling, by similarity of rhyme or assonance, a large— 
sometimes a very large—number ’of lines into a sort of 
largest integer (the laisse or tirade)^ corresponding to the 
smaller stanza-integers which were found in Latin verses 
and poems of the modern type. Furthermore, in French 
(and in its southern sister, Provencal, perhaps still more) 
there was a fancy for elaborating lyrical forms of great 
intricacy, making the Sapphics and Alcaics of the ancients 
quite simple things in comparison, and for the device of 
the refraiuy so natural to uncivilised poetry, and so charm¬ 
ing, where rightly used, in poetry civilised as well as 
uncivilised. 

* Tbe habit, common in linguistic scholars, of sharply separating Northern 
and Southern French is not literary. 
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D. Scandinavian 

This prosody certainly had influence on the later 
Anglo-Saxon verse, especially in the famous Rhyming 
Poem^ and from political and ethnological causes must 
have exercised a good deal (perhaps unconsciously and 
indirectly) on at least the northern parts of England. Its 
basis had originally been identical with that of Anglo- 
Saxon, or very closely allied to it. But it had even 
earlier proved susceptible to the attraction of rhyme, which 
Anglo-Saxon resisted with such curious stoutness; it was 
more definitely metrical in its rhythm, more regular, and 
much more inclined to the stanza, which in Anglo-Saxon 
we hardly find save, thanks to its refrain, in Dear. And 
before very long it settled itself into the artificial forms of 
what is called, by a very misleading and objectionable, 
but now almost accredited title, “ Court-YocXxyy 

E. Celtic 

Last, and least known to the present writer, but fortun¬ 
ately of least probable effect, come the prosodies of the 
“ Celtic fringe.*’ Irish and, still more, Welsh poetry is 
famous for the extreme intricacy of its verse-laws, but 
scholars now roundly declare that the oldest Irish we have 
Is based upon accentual Latin. And though it would seem 
that the famous Welsh triad or triplet may be autoch¬ 
thonous, the more elaborate forms, the “ four-and-twenty 
measures,” probably owe their origin to the genius of the 
race and language, no doubt, but to that genius working 
upon Latin suggestions. If any formal influence was 
exercised on Middle Engli.sh (there can be no reasonable 
doubt that some of the matter of Layamon and others 
comes from Celtic sources), it must have been chiefly in 
the suggestion of intricate stanza arrangements, and 
especially in the internal rhymes quaintly interwoven, where, 
however, an awkward reminder of Latin again comes in.' 

* We will not here discuss the vexed question whether rhyme was given 
by Celtic to Latin or by Latin to Celtic. I have very little doubt about it; 
but here it does not matter, for the Englishman of 1200 was certain to get 
kis notions of rhyme from Ljitin or French, not from Irish or Welsh. 
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Let us then briefly resume the influences which were Summary, 
at the disposal of a student of English prosody (had such 
a man existed), though it is not to be supposed that even 
one such student did exist, cir. 1150-1200; which at 
least must or may have insensibly worked upon almost 
every practitioner of English verse at the time. He had 
the debris of Anglo-Saxon prosody, prc.senting a scheme 
which, whether at one time the “ stuffings,” the unaccented 
makeweights of its sections, were subject to any system 
of equivalence or not, had undoubtedly, in the majority of 
its examples, ceased to regard the constitution of these 
makeweights with any prudish or precisian scrupulosity. 

The principles of this prosody were, in the first place, the 
selection of certain strong syllables as pivots or pillars; 
and, in the second, the retiuireinent that these pivots or 
pillars should put on an outward garment of phonetic 
similarity, either by vowel incipience generally, or by the 
incipience of certain consonants in particular. There was, 
for a third requirement, the necessity of a sharp pause in 
the middle of the verse (or, as may be preferred, between 
the constituents of each pair of verses), and there may 
have been internal pauses within the division thus made. 

The verse or couplet thus effected did not necessarily or 
even commonly submit itself to any system of rhythm 
recognisable in the other prosodies, but in a certain 
number—perhaps a very large nqmber—of cases there 
was an approximation to the trochaic movement; that is 
to say, to the rhythm which has an initial arsis, length, 
stress, accent, or what not, descends from this to a thesis, 
shortness, slur, etc., and ascends again at the beginning of 
a new ^ foot ’* with the same alternation. 

Further, he might, at least, notice that the practice of 
poetiy in these measures had .sensibly died down, and that 
it had to a gp’eat extent passed into the composition of 
rhythmical prose, on the same principles slightly relaxed. 

On the other hand he had, in the quantitative Latin 
of his reading, a system which, while it agreed with Anglo- 
Saxon to some extent in the admission of equivalence, 
differed from it in every other conceivable manner and 
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feature, and provided a definite metrical rhythm. He had, 
in the accentual Latin of his reading and hearing, one 
which, less complaisant as to equivalence, adjusted itself 
much more easily and satisfactorily to his own language 
and habits of speech. In French and in Proven9al (if, as 
he easily might from political connections, he knew any) he 
had a prosody corresponding to this last, but even more 
rigidly syllabic—syllabic, indeed, first of all, but relieving 
itself by a very free indulgence in elaborate stanzas of 
different lengths of line. He found something like these 
staves or stanzas in Scandinavian and Celtic, if he happened 
to know anything about them. And in all the living 
poetries, even in the later remains of moribund Anglo- 
Saxon, much more in accentual Latin, French, Provencal, 
Scandinavian, and Celtic, he found—Rhyme. 

Such were the gifts, the examples, the patterns with 
which “the Mothers” provided him. The whole gist and 
bent of this work is to set forth exactly what he and his 
descendants have done with them. 



CHAPTER II 

FROM 1 IOO (?) TO I 2 T O (?) 

Difficulty as to dates and documents—Working; solution and selec¬ 
tion—The Canute song—The fragments of St. Godric—The 
Paternoster —'Fhc Moral Ode —'I'he Orison of Our Lady — 

Layamon—The Ormulum- -The lesson of their examination 
—The “foot” or “measure unit”—Its internal and external 
arrangement—Resemblances and differences of the result as 
compared with the mother-prosodies--'I'he importance and 
influence of rhyme—Illustrated from the Rhyming Poem and 
Layamon—From the Onnulnm and the other pieces—From 
the Paternoster^ Orison., and Poema Morale- And generally. 

The theory of English Prosody depends, from the com- Difficulty as 
bined point of view, historical and critical, to a very large 
extent on the inferences to be drawn from the practice of 
the age which intervenes between the Conquest and the 
great outburst of Romance about the beginning of the 
fourteenth century. It depends, most of all, on certain 
documents between iioo and 125.0. In order to arrive 
at the truth we ought, in the first place, to take these 
documents without any preconceived idea of what we 
are going to find in them ; and in the second, we ought to 
have, what I have endeavoured to supply in the Introduc¬ 
tion, a clear and impartial idea of what other documents 
and models these poets might possess. But there is what 
may be called an ante-initial difficulty of a further kind, 
which is of the most formidable size and weight; and this 
is that the exact dates of these crucial documents—a point 
upon which, as must be obvious, almost everything turns— 
are in all cases impossible to ascertain with absolute cer¬ 
tainty, and in a majority of cases impossible to ascertain 
at all without relying on what is mainly guess-work. 

vj 
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It is particularly desirable, in any enquiry, to avoid 
raising side'quarrels where it can be helped ; and the 
present enquirer is especially anxious not to disturb the 
very hot ashes of the Linguistic v. Literary debate, if he 
can possibly avoid it Nor is there, with rare exceptions, 
any absolute need for such disturbance, though on those 
occasions signa canant is, of course, the only motto. But 
on this occasion the trumpets can be silent. In respect 
of these earliest documents literary criticism proper has 
little, if anything, to say; and though there are in the 
linguistically-based judgments some startling differences, 
they need not be absolutely fatal. I suppose that even 
the persons who pride themselves on the exactest so- 
called, or so-itself-calling “ scholarship ” in Middle English, 
will make no absolute quarrel with the selection of the 
following, as probably or possibly dating between the 
Conquest and the second quarter, perhaps the second 
decade, of the thirteenth century. The list is as un- 
contentiously drawn up as possible; and while the order 
of it is not intended to make any illegitimate assumption, 
information as to dates and editions in each case is 
given in the notes, so that every reader may reconstruct 
that order by authority, if he pleases, or by actual 
examination, if that more excellent way commend itself 
to him. The pieces are five in number: ^— 

* I purposely exclude from detailed consideration the famous Grave Poem, 
as definitely Anglo-.Saxon, though late, and exhibiting in its rhythm currents 
towards metre; as well as the so-called “ Prophecy of Here,” and the curae 
attributed to Archbishop Aldred, because the first makes noway and was not, 
perhaps, intended for verse at all, while the second is a mere jingle. But as 
it is important to put all documents before the reader, a part of the former 
and the whole of the two latter shall be given in this note. 

Grazv Poem (Guest, ed. Skeat, 368 s ^.):— 

The wes bold gebyld : er thu ilxiren were, 

The wes molde imynt: er thu of moder come, 

Ac hit ncs no idiht: ne theo deopnes imeten, 

Nes gyt iloced : hu long hit the were, etc. etc. 

Prophecy of Here before uS9(??). For thU see H. Morley, 

English Writers, iii. 200-201. I do not enter into this question at all);— 
Whan thu ses in Here hert yreret. 

Then sulen Engles in three be y-delet: 

That an sal into Yrland al to late waie. 

That other into Puille mid prude bileue. 

The thride in hire athen [awen ?] hert alle wreke y-dreghe. 
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I. The Canute Song. 

II. The fragments of St. Godric. 

III. The rhymed Paternoster^ with some other (chiefly 

religious) pieces printed by Morris. 

IV. Layamon. 

V. The Orviulum. 

Let us examine each of these directly before attempt¬ 
ing to draw any general conclusions. 

How old the universally known lines about Canute The Canute 
and the Monks of Ely may be is a point that does not 
concern us. We know' that the form in which they have 
been handed down,^ which does concern us, is not much 
later than 1167. It runs thus:— 

Merie sungen the muncches binnen Kly 
Tha Cnut ching rew therby. 

Koweth cnihtes ncer the land 
And here we thes muneches sang. 

Now it is diflicult to believe that anybody who will 
honestly submit himself to facts, and discard prcpos.se.ssion, 
can compare this with any .specimens of pure Anglo- 
Saxon prosody, even with the Grave Poem^ which is 
probably as late as, or later than, this piece itself, and 
not observe some striking variations. In the first place, 
alliteration is singularly weakened. “ Merie ” and “ mun¬ 
eches," “Cnut” and “King,” do the whole duty. In the 
second, though accent plays a much greater part, the ear 
of any delicacy will observe at oncp that it goes to con¬ 
stitute not the line, much less the double line, but the foot 
—an internal subdivision not noticeable * in Anglo-Saxon, 
or very rarely so noticeable, but always uppermost in Latin 
and French. These foot-divisions are, as on all reasonable 
calculation must be expected, rudimentary and half-formed. 


Denunciation of Aldred on the Baron Urse :— 

Hattest ihu Urse 
Have thu Godes kurs. 

Aldred died in 1069, and William of Malmesbury, who records the curse (it 
was a somewhat unchristian death* bed one, on a ^ron who had built his castle 
too near a monastery), wrote in 1125. 

* By Thomas the Monk of Ely (fl. 1175). 

* XLit is, not noticeable in t^ same sense, v. sup. 
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Something like the later English vacillation between iambic 
and trochaic rhythm (or rather substitution of the one for 
the other) is already apparent. In the third place, some¬ 
thing like rhyme, or that half-rhyme which is known as 
assonance, is distinctly perceptible. 

Now to St. Godric, whose fragments are a good deal 
later in date of record,^ but who probably wrote or spoke 
them in no very different form from that in which they 
appeared after his death in 1170. They are these :— 

(») 

Crist and Sainte Marie swa on scamel me iledde 
That ic on this erde ne silde with min bare fote itredie. 
«••••§• 

(2) 

Sainte Marie Virjfine 

Moder jesu Cristes Nazarene 

Onfo[ang], schild help thin Godric 

Onfang, bring hegilich with the in Codes riche. 

.Sainte Marie, Cristes bur, 

Maidenes clenhad, moderes flur 
Dilie min sinne, rix in min mod 
Bring me to winne with the selfd God. 

( 3 ) 

Sainte Nicholaes, (lodes druth, 

Tymbre us faire scone hus. 

At thi burth [?j, at thi bare, 

Sainte Nicholaes, bring us wel thare .2 

In plain words, and to put shortly the more important 
side of the matter, in all these four pieces there appears 

> I made these remarks first on an exact transcript, which I owed to the 
kindness of Dr. J. I Awrence, from MS. Keg. v. F. vii. (H. M.). But the more I 
studied this, and, after it, the original MS., the more convinced I was of the 
imix)rt.ance of the document, which is at latest of the thirteenth century, and 
which has the mu.sic most fortunately preserved. My publishers were, accord- 
ingly, goixl enough to obtain the consent of the Mn.seum authorities for photo¬ 
graphing it, that it might form the frontispiece to this volume. The tune is 
difficult, 1 am told by ex]ierts, to be certain of, but the notes give an indica¬ 
tion of syllabic v,alue which cannot be overestimated. Maidenes ” and 
"modere.s** e.ich has full tiisyllabic status; and no matter what the tune 
was, the prosmlic foot-scheme is clear from these notes. 

* There are slight differences of interpretation, and very slight ones of 
reading. Hut the former do not concern us at all, and the latter do not 
affect 'he scansion. 
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that “ foot-division ” and composition, which it is practi¬ 
cally impossible to apply with any consecutive metrical 
result to Anglo-Saxon verse. You can make " feet ” of 
this latter, no doubt—Guest’s “ sections ” are often little 
else. It is the great evidence of rockfast genuineness in 
the “ foot ” that you can apply it everywhere, in metre 
and in rhythm, in verse and in prose. But you cannot 
everywhere make satisfactory and corresponding ag-gre^^a- 
tion of feet. Here you can. It is no valid argument 
against the division which follows that it is not the sole 
possible. As has been shown above, it is possible to 
adopt startlingly different foot-division for a very great 
deal of English poetry. But change this as you like, the 
general effect will remain :— 


Merie | sungen | the muneches | binnen | Ely 
Tha Cnut | ching | rew | therby. 

Koweth I cnihtes | neer the | land 
And here | we thes | muneches | sang.^ 


Here wc have (i) the inherited licence (which will 
always remain, but be regulated) of in.serting “ un¬ 
accented ” but not “ extrametrical ” syllables; (2) that 
which will always remain unchanged, of composing a foot 
out of a single syllabic with strong stress, stop, or catch 
of breath ; (3) the substitution of trochee for iamb, and 
vice versa, with the possibility of anapaest—all these things 
being subject, though as yet “ confusedly,” to the general 
scheme of the metre, which, as given above, oscillates 
between that of 

Pone iuctum Magdalena, 

and that of 


Vexilla regis prodeunt. 


So the first of the Godric fragments— 


* Or, if anybody prefers it, 

And he | re we | thes mune | ches sang, 

which is, perhaps, l>etter. And line two may be either four>foot, with 
monosyllabic equivalence, or three-foot without; while it is possible to start 
on an anapaestic basis — “Merie sunjgen the mune|ches binjnen Ely.” 
Sec Appendix on “ Feet ” and note at p. 299. 
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Crist and | Sainte | Marie 
Swa on sea | mel me | iledde 
That ic I on this j erde | ne silde 
With min | [?] ba I [?]re fote ( itredie. 

And the second— 

Sainte | Mari i e Vir I gine 
Moder Je ] su Crist j es Naza [ rene 
Onfang | schild | help thin | Godric, 

Onfo I bring he | gelich j mit the | in Go | des ric, 

where, if it be preferred (and more probably), the last line is 
double, the metre shortening from four feet to three feet. 

Sainte { Mari | e Cris | tes bur 
Maidenes | Clenhad | moderes | flur 
Dilie I min sinne | rix in | min mod 
liring me | to winne | with the | selfd God. 

And the third— 

Sainte { Nicholas, | Godes { druth, 

Tymbre us | faire | scone | hus, 

At thi I biirth, j .at thi | bare, 

Sainte | Nicholas, | bring us | w'el thare. 

In all these, muffled echoes-before of the three great 
ballad rhyme - “ measures ” — “ common,” " short,” and 
” long ”—are audible, if only underground. 

The only additional remark required is a sufficiently 
important one—that the foot-divisions in the Godric, as 
compared with those in the Canute, pieces show a greater 
tendency to contract or extend themselves in point of 
syllabic composition, while remaining equally unmistakable 
in integral substance—in other words to equivalence and 
substitution ; and, secondly, that in Godric (i) we seem to 
have an example of alternate rhyme. Both these are 
important, but the first the more so. It is perhaps also 
capable of being contended that the trochee gives way 
somewhat to the iamb. 

Let us now pass to the third document, or rather 
group of documents. 
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Here the dates are even more puzzling, and the pieces 
themselves, though not extremely voluminous, are too large 
to be given in cxtenso. For the purpose, however, selec> 
tions will suffice amply. The most remarkable and 
important of all is the well-known rhymed Paternoster^ 
which Dr. Morris printed in the first volume of his Old 
English Homilies} and which, though there is consider¬ 
able variation in the estimate of its date, can hardly be 
younger than the twelfth century. It begins thus :— 

Vre feder thet * in heouene i>, 

That is al soth ful iwis. 

Wco moten to tlicos weordcs isenn 
Thet to Hue and to saule gode bcon. 

Thet wco bcon swa his suncs iborcnc 
Thet he beo feder and we him icorene 
Thet we don alle his i])cden 
And his wille for to reden. 

On this the observations which present themselves 
most readily and obviously are: first, that the iambic 
cadence,® though by no means univer.sal, is rather more 
dominant than the trochaic ; secondly, that one or the 
other is almost more prominent than ever; thirdly, that 
while, for obvious convenience of committing to memory, 
the lines run to shortness, substitution of trisyllabic* for 
dissyllabic feet is unmistakable; fourthly, that rhyme 
is more definitely and strongly marked than in either 
of the previous examples or groups, and mere assonance 
less, so that (to extend the examination) in the first 
twenty lines there are only two instances of imperfect 
consonance—on and enne and unne. 

1 E.E.T.S. i868, i. 55 As will be seen, it is the Lord’s Prayer 
** extra'illustrated.” 

* It does not (as should perhaps have been observed Ix^forc) seem necessary, 
for the purpose of this book, to keep the " thorn-Ictter,” etc. 

^ Which sets itself at once to the car in hardly altered modern English, 

Our Kajther that | in heajvcn is 

(without prejudice on the crux of “ heaven ”). 

* Never, I think, more than /r/syllabic, except perhaps at the ends of lines 
(place of licence in every prosody !). And even there, as in the uorene- 
iboretu instance, there is a great possibility of elision-contraction, if not even 
of that stumbling into the decasyllMe, every actual or possible instance of 
which is to be carefully noted. 

VOL. I D 


The 

Patemasier. 
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Turning from this to the famous Moral Ode^ or Poema 
Morale^ we come to an example of the very highest interest, 
because of the existence of several texts, all of the 
general period that we are now handling, but arranged 
by philological authorities in different stages of anti^ 
quity. We may give the first four lines in three forms, 
the first of which, from the Lambeth MS., Dr. Morris 
regarded as the oldest and well before 1200, the second 
from the Trinity MS. taken as still before that date but 
younger, and the third from a Jesus (Cambridge) MS. 
held to be of the middle of the thirteenth century. 

(0 

Ich cm I nu al|der thenc | ich «cs | .a winjtrc and | a lare, 

Ich wel|de nia|rc thenje ich dedle mi wit | ahte | bon marc, 

Wei long I c ich habjbe child | ibon | a wordjc and | a dede, 

Thah I ich bo | a win|tre aid | to jung | ich cm | on rede. 

( 3 ) 

Ich am nu elder than ich was a wintre and a lore, 

Ich wcalde more than idude mi wit oh to be more, 

To longe ich habbe child iben a worde and a dade, 

Thcih ibie a winter eald to jung ich am on rade, 

( 3 ) 

Ich am cldre than ich wes a winter and ek on lore, 

Ich welde more than ich dude, my wyt auhte beo more, 

Wcl longe ich habbe child ibeo, a werke and eke on dede, 

Thah ich beo of wynter old, to yong ich am on rede. 

In these three, or rather in the single poem, which 
they vary so slightly yet so significantly, we see a 
measure having more resemblance in general character 
to the first Godric fragment than to any other pre¬ 
viously given. Although there is a middle section quite 
strong enough to enable it to be arranged, with the two 
others, in couplets instead of single lines, yet one feels, 
in reading, that such an arrangement would not be so 
natural as that of the single long line with section or 
pause. But the rhythmical character approaches that 
of metre or foot-division more decisively than in the 
Godric case : while it is of the first importance that, 
the two earlier versions differing very slightly, the third 
improves on both in metrical adjustment. The modem 
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voice finds itself to be more at home, and is “ brought 
up *’ w'ith only slight jolts now and then ^ instead of 
trying in vain to adjust any lilt at all, as in the case of 
most A.S. or O.E. rhythms. Though there arc relics and 
wrecks of alliteration, they arc only wrecks and relics; 
and the rhyme is, for a piece of such almost certain 
antiquity, observed with singular strictness, the liberties 
taken with it being very few and very slight.^ 

Let us turn from this to another well-known piece of The Orism<^ 
which we seem to have no copy certainly older than 
1200, but which cannot be much later than that date, 
and is probably much earlier—the OHson of Our Lady, 

Cristes j mildc | modcr | seyntc | marie, 

Mines j lines | leomc | mi lcou|e lefdi, 

To the ich buwe and mine kneon ich beic, 

And al min heorte Vilod to the ich offric, 

Thu ert mire soule liht, and mine heorte blissc. 

Mi lif and rni tohope min heale mid iwisse, 

Ich ouh w'urthie the mid allc mine mihte. 

And single the lofsong bi daie and hi nihte, 

Vor ihu me haucst ihoipcn aueole kunne wise. 

And ibrouht [me] of helle into paradise. 

Heo bcoth so read so rose so hwit so the lihe, 

And euer more heo bcoth gled and singeth ihuruhut murie, 

Mid lirihtc gimstoncs hore krune is al biset, 

And al heo doth thet ham liketh, so that no thing ham ne let, 

'I'hi leoue sune is hore king and thu ert hore kwene, 

Ne beoth heo neuer i-dreaued mid winde ne mid reine. 

Morris, Old Enj(lish Homilies^ i. 191-199, 
complete ; part in Morris and Skeat, i. 129. 

This is evidently a member of the same class as the 
OdCy but with more variety of swing and range. Rhyme 
has not y^et broken up the long verse into two short ones, 
but is observed with equally intentional accomplishment 
There are, moreover, two things noticeable in this piece. 

* The insertion of “ eke ’* in the first and third lines of version 3 is simply 
priceless; it shows the increasing afdiniatisation of the English car to 
the new rhythm, and its increasing demand for truth to it. 

* In 396 lines or 198 couplets of version i there are but few imperfect 
consonances (Aade, rede; walde, holde; welden, ikalden ; gilden^ scatden; 
tkonkef manke^ etc. : added »’s— ma^, agen ; libben, sibbe; senden, mde^ 
eto.; juxtapositions of h and eh syllables, broehte^ bohte^ etc.). And these 
slight liberties do not affect 10 per cent of the whole. 
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The first is that not merely the trochaic but the iambic 
metrical arrangement settles in places towards, if not 
actually into, the regular "heroic” or decasyllabic line 
which had long been a standard in French. The second 
is that the bars of the long lines more than once make 
the same approach to the familiar and delightful ballad 
stanza. It is taking hardly the slightest liberty to 
modernise some of those given above, as— 

She bees ^ as red as rose, 

As white as the lil^. 

And ever more she beiis glad, 

And sings throughout merry. 

• • • • 

Thy loving son he is their king, 

And thou, thou art their queen, 

Nor are they never avex^d 
With wind(e) nor with rain. 

If the shade of Dr. Guest (or the living body of 
let be who it may) will show me a decent handful of 
double couplets in A.S. which provide anything like this 
rhythm, I will bury this book as deep as Prospero’s. 

Layamon. To Layamon, who gives us the most important docu' 

ment of the whole period, we shall have to return again 
and again ; but the Brut may properly receive prelimi¬ 
nary treatment here on the same basis as the others. 
The problem in it is, and obviously must be, a more 
complicated one than that of the short and quasi-lyrical 
pieces hitherto dealt with. In the first place the poet 
has a story to tell, and in the second place it is a very 
long story ; but no more of this for the present. Taking 
any page of the book at random, say ii. 51,^ let us 
give the two versions supposed of c. 1200 and c. 1250. 

A B 

Eorles ther comen 
riche & wel idone 
& alle tha wise 
the wuneden on Bruttene. 

tha the king heom havede isseid tho the king hadde iseid 

& bzed heom raeden him ned. he bad yam reade him read. 

* Orig. s •• they be *’ m loc. : but this modernises rather less well. 

> Ed. Madden, 3 vols., London, 1847. 


• [wanting] 

4 
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whaem he mihte bitsche 
al his kine>nche. 

For nefdc he nenne sune 
the his land mihte halden. 
ne child bute ane dohter 
the him wes swithe deore. 

& hire he wolde bitachc 
al his kine-riche, 

& yefuen hire lauerd 
thene hiehste mon of his •'crd. 
Summe him ru;den anan 
that he heo geven than eorle 
Conan. 

he wes wis and riche 
him heo he mihte bitaxhe. 


wan he mihte bi-take 
al his kineriche. 
for he nadde bote one dohter 

[wanting] 

that he lofuede deore. 
and hire he wolde bi-take 
al his kineriche. 
and yefue hire louerd 
than beste of this erth. 

Somme him raddc on 
that he iiii r *refue corl Conan. 

I [wanting] 


The first thing noticed, of course, will be that the 
rhythm is much less well marked, much less uniform, and 
much less modern than that of the earlier examples. In 
other words, it i.s much closer, very much clo.scr, to the 
A.S. form—so much so that it has been possible for some, 
without actual absurdity, to take it for such rhythm ** a 
little scratched," but “ serving," while others, going yet 
farther, have affected even to minimi.se the scratching.s. 
But this will nowise do. In the first place, there is the 
perpetual, the haunting, the unblinkable obsession and 
protrusion of rhyme. Of the twenty lines just quoted 
(and many much more favourable examples might have 
been pitched upon) twelve rhyme almost completely, 
others have more or less attempt at assonance, while only 
two couplets neglect rhyme and assonance altogether. 
Further, alliteration lessens its appearances, and the lines 
or half-lines (whichever it be preferred to call them) 
are for the most part roughly parallel i.sed in length and 
rhythm, and essay this later characteristic in a fashion 
almost as constant as it is admittedly rudimentary. That 
every now and then we come across a line or couplet in 
which all these characteristics are absent, and the old 
alliteration, inequality of halves, and absence of rhythm 
except a mere rough trochaic, are present; that, for in¬ 
stance, on another dipping at ii. 190 we find 

That heo tha haethene hatien scolden. 
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need give no pause to us. On the contrary, we should 
be extremely surprised if such things did not appear; 
and they are fully balanced, and their lesson completely 
brought out, by such other things as the well-known 

Tha answerede Vorliger 
Of elchen vuel he wes war, 

which are iambic couplets as complete as any Frenchman 
of the time could have turned out.* 

And, lastly, we must give a citation from the other 
great document of the time—great in point of size and of 
curiosity, if not exactly in point of literary merit—the 
Ormuium? Here there is no need to pick or choose on 
the one hand, or to sample at random, for fairness' sake, 
on the other—the whole being rigidly uniform. The 
opening passage in Morris and Skeat will do perfectly 
well:— 

And nu icc wile shiewcnn yuw 
sumin-del withth Gfxless hollpe 
Off thatt judisskenn foilkess lac 
thatt Drihhtin wass full eweme, 

And mikell hellpe to the folic, 
to horedd and to hvwedd, 

Biforenn thatt te Laferrd Crist 
was borenn her to manne. 


* The above fragmentary Sors Layamoniatta, accepted with rigid probity, 
is quite sufficient for the purpjse, though selection would give fifty better 
places. It may, however, be desirable to as.sure the suspicious that the 
remarks in the text, here and elsewhere, are not iMised on any ‘‘dipping,” 
haphazard or dclilierate, but on :i reading of the entire Smt (and of large 
parts of it over and over iigain), as thorough os could be given by the Middle 
English scholar, whoever he be, who has kept himself most unspotted from 
the world of modern English literature. On (his reading I could base, if I 
chose, an analysis os meticulous and as voluminous iis that of the most dc^ged 
German “enumerator.” But I have no desire to thrust the proce&ses of my 
workshop before the reader. The more thoroughly and unweariedly those 
}>rocesses are carried on, the more strongly do they establish the facts that 
the imposition of the mould of rhymed metre is evident throughout the first 
version, and still mure evident in the second. Another fitet is that the form 
of the mould seems to vary between eighth and iiA--syllablcd lines; according 
as the poet had, in his uncertain and diverse mind, the longer or shorter forma 
of the .\.S. distichdine, or perhaps as he was influenced by some knowledge 
of the French Alexandrine and its child, the six-syllable couplet of Philippe 
de Thaun and others. 

* £d. Holt, 3 vols., Oxford, 1878. 
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Acc nu ne geyynethth itt hcmm nohht 
to vvinnenn eche blisse 
'I'hohh thatt leyy standenn dayy and nihlit 
to theowu'tenn Codd and lakenn ; 

Forr all itt iss onnyainess (lodd 
thohh thatt teyy swa nc wenenn, 

Forrthi thatt teyy ne kepcnn nohht 
noff Crist, nolf Cristess modern 
And tohh-swa-thehh nu wile icc yuw 
ofT theyyre lakess awwnenn, 

Hu mikell god teyy tacnenn us«< 
otf ure sawle nede ; 

Forr all thatt lac wass sett thunii Ciodd, 
forr thatt itt shollde tacnenn 
Hu Cristess thcoww birrth kikcnn Crist 
gastlike i gode tluewess, 

VV'ithth all thatt tatt bilacnedd wass 
thurrh alle theyyre lakess. 

Orm’s at first sight jjortentous spelling (which is 
explained by himself, and after him in all adequate 
accounts of English literature) does not concern us more 
than in so far as it helps to ascertain a very useful thing 
—the length or shortness of a very large [iroportion of 
English vowel-sounds at this time. It even cstabli.shcs the 
very important prosodic fact (ignorance of which has proved 
a constant stumbling-block later, especially in the disputes 
about English hexameters and the like) that doubling the 
consonant after an English vowel need not, though it vtay^ 
make that vowel long in value.^ . Another point which 
may be just worth noting in relation to Orm is that, as 
anybody who cares to look at the poem will see, a vast 
majority of the fifteenth syllables are made up by the 
final which is indeed the case with the final syllable of 
all Eai’ly Middle English verse. On the one hand this 
fact explains the triumph of the fourteener after the 
dropping of theV. On the other it throws light on the 
well-known and, to some people, puzzling or even offensive 
addition, in doggerel English ballad verse of later times, of 

^ This is a good place to guard against a confusion (so common that it 
supplies perhaps the only considerable argument against the use of the 
word) between j0WM<f-*Mength *’and yMUM/r/p-** length.*’ As will be shown 
more fully later, the first usually produces the second, but the .second does 
not necessarily imply the first. 
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a sort of “ gasp-syllable,” as in Tke Well of St. K^ne} 
That the e is also the parent of the forms “ paly,” " hugy,” 
and so on, which also have irritated the ignorant, and 
which certainly at times have been ” affectations,” may 
be added. 

Here, for once, it is all plain sailing—or at least one 
would think it so, if it were not that the incalculableness 
of mankind is nowhere shown more clearly than on this 
question of prosody. We have at last an undoubtedly 
metrical arrangement, in long lines of fifteen syllables, or 
shorter ones of eight and seven alternately, couched in 
a monotonous iambic c.idcnce, not attempting rhyme, but 
submitting itself in the most unhesitating and undeviating 
manner to the strictest requirements of metre ; rejecting all 
substitution of two syllables for one ; and in regard to 
individual syllables, though attending to quantity and 
(not with absolute strictness) to accent, yet, wherever it 
can, putting short or unstressed syllables in the places 
where the iambic requires them, and long or stressed ones 
in the others. As to Layamon, we shall have to return 
to the Onnulitniy for there are some very interesting 
questions, such as whether its metre can be regarded as 
the .same as, or as closely connected with, that of the 
Moral Ode ; “ but to dwell on these now would be improper. 
Walter’s brother has finished all that we require in this 
place, the general, prima facie^ “ jump-to-the-eyes ” pro¬ 
sodic character of an English poem at the junction of 
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. And taking these 
together with the characteristics furnished by the others, 
we may surely feel ourselves justified in “ collecting ” 
certain fairly inferential, if not actually demonstrable, 
results, even before we arrive at the Interchapter on this 
period. 

* Not as written by Southey, but as usually sung and printed for singing : 

A well there is in the West Countrjr, 

And a fairer never was seen*a ! 

There is not a wife in the West Country 
But has heard of the Well of St. Keyne<a ! 

- Syllabically|there is no doubt of the connection perhaps; in nuitter of 
cadence there is, I think, more. 
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For the facts and documents thus, I believe, fairly, and 
in their necessary proportions fully, exposed, do make it 
possible to base on them an impartial examination of 
the state of English prosody as it actually reveals itself 
between, in round numbers, iioo and 1200. Not one 
single known or reasonably attributed piece of the time 
but has been given in whole or in part; and the phenomena 
which have been elicited from them are those which do 
naturally and simply emerge. What arc they ? 

The first, the greatest, the most pervading, as oneTKpi««on 
would think beyond all possible, as one may surely say elamTnatiou. 
beyond all reasonable, doubt or question is rhythm of a 
kind roughly similar to that of English poetry as it has 
been known ever since ; and not roughly, but sharply, 
unmistakably, almost totally, dissimilar to that of Anglo- 
Saxon poetry. We may make this out polemically 
later: let us make it out constructively and directly 
here.* 

And let us in the first place ask, Can we get any The "foot" 
common measures of prosodic valuation, lower than the “Cj 
line, but constituting the rhythmical-metrical quality of 
line, couplet, and rudimentary stanza, out of the matter 
before us? The answer, as it happens, can be given in 
the very words, without even disallowing a haggle or 
proviso which they contain, of the most learned opponent 
that the .system of pure historical prosody has ever had, 
and one of the most obstinate, ingenious, and resourceful 
that it can ever hope or fear tb have—the words of Guest 
himself. “It is not” (A. /?. p. 161) “till a period com¬ 
paratively modern that the common and triple measures 
disentangle themselves from the heap, and form as it 
were the two limits of English rhythm.” Now this period 
has been reached in the examples recorded just previously; 

* Before doing .so it is perhaps necessary, anti may certainly be desirable, 
to put on one side a question which has often l>ecn discussed, which is per¬ 
haps quite worth discussion in its proper place, but which does not fall to be 
considered according to the plan of this b^k. And thi.s is the influence of 
music in the affair. Very likely this influence was great, perhaps it was 
almost supreme; but it does not for our purpose matter. It is again, like 
the origin of metrical value already referred to, a previous question.’* But 
we may perhaps make it a subsequent one, and deal with it later. » 
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and it had not been reached in the period of Anglo- 
Saxon poetry. We may find them here and there in “the 
heap ’’ of that time, but they are accidental, they are very 
probably delusive, and even if not, they can never be 
arranged on any continuing method or system. Whether 
those who assert that Anglo-Saxon verse was, though 
doubtless, as Guest says, “ sung to the harp,” sung to a 
sort of recitative with stress-syllables only, are right, does 
not matter ; that is another of our “ previous questions,” 
though it may be an actual one with other people. 
Securi judicamus that in every example quoted above, 
exce{)t those survivals in Layamon (of which we would 
not get rid for anything, though it may be suspected that 
the other party would be only too glad to get rid of the 
rest), the “ common and triple measures ” have emerged,* 
haxfe “ disentangled themselves from the heap.” To 
refuse to call the results of the emergence dissyllabic and 
trisyllabic feet appears to me almost pure unreason, but 
we could call them x and y without hurting our case. 

We have, then, our dissyllabic and trisyllabic ” feet,” 
and the next question is. On what principle arc they 
arranged ? The answer to this must be twofold — 
dealing on the one hand with internal, on the other with 
external arrangement. Internally, the arrangement of 
the dissyllabic foot (“ common-time unit ”) is, as a rule, 
cither short-long or long-short, more rarely long-long, 
hardly ever short-short. The internal arrangement of 
the triple-time unit or foot, which is much less commonly 
found, is usually short-short-long, less commonly long- 
short-short, very rarely at this time short-short-short, 
and practically never two longs and a short arranged in 
any way. 

The external or combined arrangements vary extremely 
in appearance and in correspondence, doubtless with the 
varying length of the versicles which they replace. But 
they may safely be said to hover round, for preference, an 

* The triple is no doubt less common than the common, and emerges 
most distinctly in the latest examples, such as the Jesus version of the MortU 
Ode. But it is there in the Orison of Our Loufy, and even in the Godric 
fitagmeots. 
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arrangement, single or reduplicated, of four feet which are 
most commonly all of the common-time dissyllabic type. 

And we also notice that again—whether as a result of con¬ 
scious or unconscious following of the unmetrical versicle 
and its variations or not—a curious system of equivalence, 
in a clumsy, tentative, unmethodical manner, is making its 
way. Not merely arc the various types of the common or 
dissyllabic, of the triple or trisyllabic unit interchanged, 
but within limits, especially at the beginning, middle, and 
end of a verse, a monosyllable will do for a dissyllable. 

The result of these various arrangements is already, Rescmhiances 
though in a most rudimentary condition, a prosodic 
system which, though it partakes of the Anglo-Saxon, the ns compared 
double Latin, and the French systems in all cases more nioihCT* 
or less, and may owe something to Scandinavian or Celtic prosodic*, 
less directly, is so different from any of the three first 
individually, that it is ccjually absurd to endeavour to 
subject it to supposed “ native ” laws, or to stigmati.se it 
as “ the rhythm of the foreigner.” 

It re.sembles Anglo-Saxon in a certain liberty of 
syllabic measurement and in a strong prominence of 
accent, but differs from it entirely in rhythm, has dropped 
most of its alliteration for the purposes for which allitera¬ 
tion was formerly used, and has definitely assumed rhyme 
as a practically indispensable, or largely predominating, 
attendant and ornament. 

It resembles Classical Latin in allowing .substitution of 
trisyllabic for dissyllabic feet, .but is quite unlike it in 
general rhythmical arrangement, in particulars of foot- 
composition, and in rhyme ; while it resembles I^ow Latin 
in rhyme, and to some extent in rhythm, but differs from 
it in a much greater licence of syllabic variation. 

In this last respect it differs still more from French, as 
well as in its concomitant variety of foot-distribution, but 
it re.sembles French in at least some of its simpler forms 
of verse-, as distinguished from foot-scheme, and in rhyme. 

Collecting in a wider sweep, we shall find two things The import- 
present in all but one of our examples (one of them being JUiuence of 
present in that also), which distinguish the whole group rhyme. 
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from Anglo-Saxon verse. These two are rhyme, and the 
presence of a definite metrical rhythm, as yet rough, rudi¬ 
mentary, and faltering, but quite unmistakable to any one 
with an ear, and a thorough trained familiarity with 
English pronunciation.^ The connection between these 
two—whether it exists and what it is—is a point not 
merely of the greatest interest but of very great import¬ 
ance. There can be no question of bias in favour of 
rhyme on the part of Guest when he says that this is not, 
as is sometimes asserted, a mere ornament : “ it marks 
and defines the accent, and thereby strengthens and 
supports the rhythm. Its advantages have been felt so 
strongly that no people have ever adopted an accentual 
rhythm without also adopting rhyme." Rut perhaps it 
may be doubted whether this statement, though quite 
guilelessly on the part of its author, does not put the cart 
before the horse, to say no more. If accentual rhythm, 
as Guest him.sclf held, denotes something which governs 
the study of O.E., M.E., and Modern English at once, 
how is it that almost the entire poetical period of the 
first—half a millennium or so—passed with hardly the 
slightest signs of rhyme appearing? How is it, further, 
that in the famous Rhyming Poem, with an abundance 
and superfluity of rhyme itself, the rhythm is perfectly 
different from that which dominates all our examples ? 
1 low is it, lastly, that English, while retaining this rhythm, 
has—not indeed in all its forms, but in one of the very chief 
of them, in “ blank verse ”—been able to discard rhyme ? 

The circumstances pointed at in these queries, the 
unbiassed examination of the documents of the period 
before us, and the whole course of the present enquiry, 
will be found, as it seems to the present writer, to support 
a theory somewhat different from Guest’s, even in first 
appearance (though it agrees cordially with his in 
acknowledging the importance and time-marking effect of 
rhyme), and leading up to another theory of the whole of 

1 1 do not mean ** phonetics.'’ 

* Unless he meant (as he may have, from what follows) to include 
** head-rhyme,'’**alliteration,” in which case the .statement is not quite 
devoid of guile. 
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Middle and Modern English versification, which is directly 
opposed to his. The theory may be thus stated :—Rhyme, 
when accepted by any language, gradually but necessarily 
dreads up prosody by versiclcs or sections merely, and 
substitutes prosody by feet —that is to say, by minor 
internal divisions, which are batched and brought to 
metrical correspondence by the rhyme itself. 

If this is true, we shall find an explanation of what is 
unexplained and inexplicable on the theory of continuous 
and indifferent accentual versification in O.E., M.E., and 
Modern English—the appearance in the two latter of a 
rhythm which inevitably suggests, if it docs not impera¬ 
tively require, such a foot-division. That rhyme might 
have been strong enough to effect this, even without the 
assistance of the rhythms of Latin and French and of 
music, is a proposition which those who accept that just 
stated may receive favourably, but which they arc not in 
the least bound to accept at any peril to the general 
theory. And that anything, except that theory, can 
survive an impartial comparison of the Rhymivg Poem and 
Layamon, the present writer is convinced, experimentally 
and definitely, to be impossible. 

The former taking, to give Guc.st the fullest advan- iiiuKtrated 
tage, his own divisions for guide—gives us, in most of the 
lines, hardly any rhythm (as that word is familiar to us) /’<»« and 
at all. By dwelling strongly on the rhymed syllables, 
and hurrying or drawling on the rest in the “ patter" 
manner, it may be possible to get a dim and far-off music, 
while some lines, no doubt, fend themselves occasionally 
and incidentally to something of the same kind, as do 
others in everything back to Caedmon himself. But it is 
still, in general system and effect, merely versicular^ merely 
recitative, with rhymes painfully added, and giving no 

* Glaxi I wars ic gliwjum : gleng/cd biwjuni 
Blissa bteojuin : blosi | ma hiw|uni 
Sceg I as mec segjon ; symjbel iic | alegjon 
^'60^ I .giefe gefeg|on ; fnrt | wed \\a:g|uni 


Serif I en scrad | glad | : thurb ) gcscarl | inbrad 

Waes I on lag | u-streatn ( c lad | : tha.T | m« leotb une | biglad. 

These are Guest’s divisions, not mine. I should make none but at the:. 
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more rhythmical accompaniment than the stump or clatter 
of a clog does. 

Turn to Layamon, as above quoted, and you find the 
further procc.ss illustrated in a fashion almost incredibly 
clear and satisfactory—all the more so that the good priest 
appears to have been a person by no means made very 
poetical by the gods. In one set of places you have 
the versicular, the recitative arrangement unaltered. In 
others you find the imperfect and rudimentary construc¬ 
tion of the rhyme showing itself in almost all conceivable 
.stages and forms, from the mere lame halting jingle of 
the Rhyming Poem it.self to something approaching a 
regular .step. And then you find, not any great variety 
of rhythm indeed, but the complete iambic dimeter, the 
complete “ four-accent ” line (to give the hostile nomen¬ 
clatures no advantage over each other for the moment), 
finally reached, though the poet, willy-nilly, falls away from 
it, again struggles back to it, reaches it, and da capo. 

The lesson of all the other documents agrees exactly, 
with the exception of one ; and that exception probat 
regulam —confirms the rule by putting it to the test—after 
the best manner of its kind. The Ormtdurn shows us the 
rhythm without the rhyme ; and it is observable (exactly 
as we should expect) that, in the ab.sence of rhyme, the 
poet is only able to achieve a peculiarly monotonous and 
unmusical rhythm, and can only keep that up by observ¬ 
ing (whether on French or Latin or even Northern' models 
does not in the least matter) an inviolable uniformity of 
.syllabic arrangement. In the others the illustration con¬ 
tinues directly, instead of confirming in its dissidence, the 
lesson derived from the contrast of Layamon and the 
Rhyming Poem. They are all more or less lyrical, and 
they were probably all either deliberately composed for 
popular use or accidentally preserved by popular selection. 
In this latter case (the case of probably the earliest, the 
Canute song, and, though in a less degree, of the Godric 

* 1 have put this in merely ** to oblige,'’ though some lovers of the North 
vrill not be grateful. / do not think Northern {i.e. Scandinavian) models had 
anything to do with it 
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fragments), what we may call the accompaniment of the 
rhythm is—as is natural in all folk-song, and as is seen to 
the present day in nursery rhymes, and in the half-inarticu¬ 
late scraps of "sing-song” which children compose for 
themselves—much more noticeable than any exact corre¬ 
spondence of verbal arrangement, though that arrangement 
does exist. Two syllables for one or one for two, three 
feet or three and a half for four, these " break no squares ” 

(as a younger but still old English phrase has it) between 
the rhythm and its practitioners. The type is fairly kept, 
but an extreme licence of coming short of it, or going 
beyond it, is instinctively assumed. We do not feel, as 
we do in Layamon, that the poet has any conscious 
theory of prosody more or less dimly before him—nay, 
that he has two such theories and is oscillating between 
them for want of skill—so much as that he lets his 
instinct guide him roughly, but not at random. 

In the more complete, substantive, and literary ex- From Uw 
amples of the Paternoster, the Orison, and the 
Poem —the two first beyond all question intended to be Poema Morau. 
used by the vulgar, the last almost equally so—the 
lesson is more complicated, but it points all the same 
way. The rhyme, and the foot - divi.sions producing 
metrical rhythm, are better marked ; the poems as wholes 
have acquired form ; but there arc still large variations, 
and it is very uncertain how far these variations are 
consciously and schetnatically intended by the poet, as 
they seem to me to be, not very much later, in Genesis 
and Exodus. The new-born delight in rhyme is, in its 
exercise, forcing and squeezing the versicles more and 
more into balanced foot-divisions ; but the old reluctance 
to be tied down to a fixed number of syllables survives. 

We. can hear, not so very far off, the echo beforehand of 
the instances when it will be possible for Coleridge, in 
two successive lines on the same norm, to write 

And the owls have awakened the crowing cock, 
and to follow it with 


To—whit—to—whoo. 
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without impropriety or ill sound. Even now we 
can, as was shown above in reference to the Orison^ 
occasionally discover something like a rudimentary $elec> 
tion (conscious or unconscious) of different values of this 
kind, so as to make, not a mere repetition but a sym¬ 
phonic scheme, not a succession of lines but a ** vari- 
valued " couplet, not a succession of identical couplets but 
a stanza. 

Still further examination—not much further in the 
one case—brings us to yet two other facts of the very 
highest importance. The first is that these varieties, 
these substitutions, are reducible to certain prosodic forms 
such as those above referred to, in which one long, strong, 
stressed, accented (or anything-else-you-please) syllable 
is generally present,* while in some cases there is no 
other, in many cases one other, in fewer two others, of the 
short, weak, unstressed, unaccented kind ; that these are 
evidently regarded (subject to restrictions as yet impossible 
to define, but easy to perceive) as equivalent to each 
other ; that one, so to speak, will pass current for another. 
Also, yet once more, and though we have by this time 
plunged up to knee and almost up to neck in burning 
questions, we now come to perliaps the most burning of 
all—whether we can discover any foot-division containing 
more than three syllables. Dr. Guest here would not 
have quarrelled about the fact, as his rule that each 
couple of accented syllables must be separated by one or 
more unaccented, but by not more than two, shows; but 
he would not, of course, have granted the foot-division. 
The facts, however, not merely grant this, but impose it, 
wriggle as hard as the accentual scanner may. And I 
am myself prepared to agree with Guest, and to disagree 
with such authorities as iny friend and predecessor Pro¬ 
fessor Masson, in thinking that no English trisyllabic foot 
can have more than one long syllable in it, that English 

1 I doubt whether at this time it is possible to find a tribrach, whence, no 
doubt. Dr. Guest’s explosion of ! at the suggestion of its occurring at any 
time. The prerogative of accent was too recent; but it was sure to be 
disregarded in time. 
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tetrasyllable feet do not exist at all,^ and that it is rather 
doubtful whether there are such English feet as amphi> 
brachs. These points, however, we shall constantly take 
up, and illustrate as usual from the facts. For the present 
we shall regard as proved, to every impartial car and 
eye, that rhyme, or music, or the imitation of French 
and Latin, or cross-breeding, or all together, had, by the 
inexorable and indisputable testimony of documents, sub¬ 
stituted, between looo and 1200, for prosody by versicles 
with accent, but without appreciable metrical rhythm of 
the modern kind, a prosody by " feet,” with rhyme, arranged 
on a distinct and interchangeable sy^u-m, with a result of 
metrical rhythm not distinguishable, except in accomplish¬ 
ment, from that of Lord Tennyson or of Mr. Swinburne. 

* In poetic rhytlini, that is to say. In prose they certainly do. liut on 
all this see .\ppendix on “ Feel.” 
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CHAPTER III 

THE THIRTEENTH CENTURY 

The documents—Layamon H -The later Moral Ode —The Bestiary 
—Sintiers Beware^ etc.—The Lo 7 >e-Rune—The Ovfl and the 
Ni}^htini>atc — Tendency to syllabic rigidity—The correctives 
of this—Versicular survival • Proverbs of Alfred —Modified in 
Proverbs of Hendyni^ — Genesis and Exodus —'Fhe Northern 
Psalter — Robert of Gloucester — The earliest Romances : 
Htwelok — Einj^ Horn —The earliest English fabliaux. 

The The documents anterior to the thirteenth century, or (to 

documents. slightly later date, which is not material to us, 

of 1210) to its second decade, arc of the highe.st interest, 
but they should have been sufficiently examined. Those 
assigned to the thirteenth century itself are of interest 
hardly inferior, as well as much more numerous, and must 
be examined now. One group is dated by philologists 
before 1250; another before 1300. Let us follow this 
division without questioning ^ and see what it gives us. 

Of the first group the most important documents 
, are:— 

1 It is an obvious objection, “ If you do not feci competent to date them 
for yourself, what is your competence for the present examination ? " But the 
answer is as obvious as the objection, and much more cogent. These dates 
have been arrived at by a process and on principles quite unliterary and purely 
philological. They may be—they probably are in some cases—incorrect; 
but at any rate they are untainted by even the slightest theory alx>ut the 
literary, or the prosodic, character of the documents themselves. Hence, as 
granted, they are, if not concessions to the adversary, at any rate things not 
vitiated by any preconceived theories on the part of the granter. From the 
purely literary and critical point of view there are, as a rule, no premises for 
coming to any but the widest conclusions about the posiiive dates; we shall 
see that examination from such a point of view finds no difficulty with the 
relative dates lingubtically given, but, on the contrary, confirms them. 

50 
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The later version of the Brut. 

The later versions of the Moral Ode. 

The Bestiary. 

The Proverbs of Alfred. 

The Owl and the Nightingale. 

Some short pieces of very uncertain date may intervene 
between these and the second group, consisting of— 

The Proverbs of Hendyng. 

The Chronicle And Saints' Lives of Robert of Gloucester. 

The Northumbrian Psalter. 

The two probably oldest romances, that is to say— 

Havelok. 

King Horn. 

Let us now examine what all these actually, and not 
on theory, give us. 

The later version of Layamon need not occupy us i.iiyam«n a 
long, and a passage from it has been already given. 

It is one of those copies which arc so frequent in the 
Middle Ages, and which, by multiplication without much 
improvement, have perhaps brought discredit on mcdiieval 
literature. It would seem to have been executed by rather 
a stupid copyist, who was quite destitute of the flashes of 
original talent which many of his fellows possessed ; who 
often (as many, if not most of them, it must be confe.ssed, 
did) spoilt his text; who docs not seem to have had any 
dLstinct or direct idea of improving it; but who was driven, 
by the mere advance of the Tirnc-Spirit, to make some 
things which, whether wc are to call them improvements 
or not, are alterations, and alterations of a definite drift. 

He is, so to speak, always staggering towards more rhyme. 

Here are examples taken, as usual, with as little selection 
as pos.sible. At ii. 251 (Madden) wc find:— 

A B 

That comen tha brothere That comcn the brothers 

beien to-some. beine to-gadere. 

This may not look very promising, but a moment’s con¬ 
sideration will show that the copyist, with “ brethren ” and 
“ together " in his head, was blundering at a rhyme instead 
of acquiescing in the frankly unrhyming terminations of 
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The later 
Moral Odt. 


The Bisiiary. 


the earlier couplet. Elsewhere the often noticed change 
(ii. 157) of “ wcl idon” into “great win,” so as to rhyme 
with “Apolin,” which had previously been left unpaired, 
is but one of many. In general rhythm the advance is 
slight, but what has been made is significant Multiply 
and tighten your rhyme, and you must, as has been said, 
make plain your rhythm. 

The lesson of the later versions of TAe Mora/ Ode 
(partly drawn already) is just the same, only more so. 
There is not much room for improvement in rhyme, even 
the earliest form being well advanced that way; but 
even here there are small touches, h'orms are altered 
slightly to get the rhyme more exact, the final “ n ” being 
specially often dropped with this view. But the attention 
of the rehandler here was evidently directed rather to 
the rhythm itself, which he makes more swinging and 
smoother, after a fashion which may have been un¬ 
conscious on his part, but of which no reader with an 
car can pretend unconsciousness. The instance of this in 
the first two lines of the Jesus version was pointed out 
above, the “ eke ” being an “ eke ” in the Scotch sense— 
an addition to improve and strengthen the effect. Now he 
adds, now he takes away; not always, perhaps, achieving 
much, but nearly always, it would seem, aiming at 
something. And it is not a little noticeable that he 
sometimes, e.g. at 1. 152, seems deliberately to drop 
alliteration.* 

With the Bestiary^ we come to fresher, more compli- 


' Thus 
becomes 


.‘\fro he woUIe her in wo .'ind in wane wunicn 
Eure he wolde in Imncn lieon and in godnessc wunyc. 


Morris's 

Professor Skeat's Sptcimens, i. 133 : 

I'he leun slant on hille, 

And he man hiintcn here, 
Other thurg his nese smel 
Smake that he negge, 

111 wile weie so he wile 
To dele iiither wenden, 
bisc fet-steppes 


i. 2o 8 or 
E.\tract in the latter’s and 

After hint he filleth, 

Drageth dust with his stert 
Ther he [dun] steppeth. 

Other dust other deu, 

That he ne cunne is finden. 
Driueth dun to his den 
lltar he him bergen wille. 


2 Text in Hnlliwell and Wright’s Reliquiae Antiquae, 
Old English Miscelhiny, p. l sq. 
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catcd, and more interesting material. To a careless eye 
its rhythm may seem a mere " heap ”—to use the 
Guestian word. The most obvious, and for some time 
the only obvious, point is that of a sort of six-syllable 
line, which on the one hand combines itself awkwardly 
into very rough Alexandrines, and on the other seems 
but a slight advance, if any advance at all, on the old 
coupled versicles. That the six-syllable distribution is 
not merely haphazard is a notion which may find some 
comfort and confirmation in the facts, that though the 
Bestiaty may be a translation from the Latin hexameters 
of Thctbaldus, the translator (almost, if not quite ccrttiinly) 
had before him the earlier Bestiaire in l^'rcnch of Philippe 
de Thaun, which is written in correct .six-syllable couplets, 
or split Alexandrines rhymed internally at the ca,*sura.’ 
We can thus see that the .same sort of conscious or un¬ 
conscious struggle is going on in the mind of the compiler 
with reference to the hcxasyllabic couplet as was going on 
in Layamon with reference to the octosyllabic—that, .so to 
speak, the old asyllabic and amctric versiclc was .sounding 
in one ear and the new tight couplet in the other. 

The suspicion is strengthened when we come to 
observe the part that is played by the great innovator 
and psychagoguc, Rhyme. In the first stanza or laisse 
given below a merely modern reader might be excused for 
thinking that there is no rhyme at all ; there are actually, 
out of fourteen verses, no two consecutive ones that have 
anything like full rhyme, nor in the second of eight, nor 
in the third of four. It is not till the close of the first 
“signification”—till lines 38 and 39 — that we come 

’ Thctbaldus (Morris, Old linglisk A/isce/lanyf p. 201):- - 

’ Nam Iro sUins forlis super alia cacuinina montis. 

Qhialicunque via vallis descendit ad ima, 

Si venalorcm fier notum wntit ixlorem, 

Cauda cunct.'i linit quae [x*s vcstipfia figit. 

Philippe de Thaun (Wright, Science during the Middle Agei, London, 
1841, p. 77):— 

Uncore dit Kscripture Dcsfait sa trace en terre. 

Leans ad tele nature. Cue horn ne I‘ sace querre ; 

truant Torn le vail chazant, Ceo cst grant signcriance, 

De sa cue en fuiant Aiez en remembrance. 
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to a frankly rhymed but very unequally lengthened 
couplet.' 

But if we look a little closer and further, several 
things strike us. Even in the opening there is a floating 
Lycidas-like rhyme of the ~ille sound. The second latsse 
of the “ signihcation ” starts with three exactly rhymed 
couplets {was^ was, lai, dai, swo, t/id), and then shows 
unmistakable symptoms of alternate rhyme (^porden, is; 
folde, sep; wille, work, wille), the whole constituting 
something like a roughly rhyme-bound stanza of thirteen 
lines. The second “ chapter,” as we may say—that of 
the Eagle—goes right off, after one unrhymed line, with 
seventeen couplets of irreproachable consonance, and very 
fairly exact length of line, and follows this with a 
" signification ” of thirty-two, arranged in alternately 
rhymed quatrains, in which only two or three rhymes 
fail of strict exactness.^ The third chapter, “ the Serpent,” 
relapses ; but throughout the poem (which consists of 
just over 800 lines) we find a constant n/sns towards 
rhyme, not merely in couplets, but in stanza-arrangement. 
Nay, when we look back to the opening, and on again 
to those parts of the sequel which seem regular, we 
discern this nisus more and more clearly. Actual rhymes 
crop up at odd places as if the poet, unable to find them 
where they ought to be, was determined to catch and 
keep them when they did present themselves- Asson¬ 
ance—a thing never much practised in English, but the 
natural resource of the unskilfiil rhymer, more particularly 
in times when he must have bad reams of as^onanced 
French poetry before him—is very prevalent in these 
same places. In shott, the drift is unmistakable, and it 
washes him sometimes into perfect carol-cadence.^ For 

* Marie by name, 

The him bar to manne frame. 

And one of these, “ Satanas” and “Crist,” is very likely intentional. 

^ The lilt of this is remarkable :— 

A1 I is I so ls|tis t'^rn, 

Wiil|de gijnu lislten. 

Old I in hl|se sm|ncs dern, 

Or hi I biciimjeth crisjten. 

Good King Wenceslas ’* seven hundred years ago ! 
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the blind, or almost blind, gropings of Layamon we have 
the perception at least of “ men as trees walking,” and 
perhaps something more, at times something much more. 

Of the other poems printed by Dr. Morris in An Old 
English Miscellany^ “ The Passion of Our Lord is in the 
long, swinging metre emphatically rhymed at the end and 
strongly divided at the middle, to which, as we have seen, 
the author of the Moral Ode was settling, and to which 
his successive copyists drew nearer and nearer, as the 
national car cleared and the national tongue grew more 
obedient thereto. Hut Sinners Be'ienrc^ gives us a new .sv««<rrjf 
thing. Here is probably the first attempt to imitate 
(from Provencal or from Latin ?) a measure producing 
the famous, and for some seven centuries never forgotten, 
romance-stanza, of six lines rhymed aabaab. The foot 
arrangement is, as we should expect, Ic.ss advanced. I nstead 
of the regular 886886 wc get a rough 6 or 7 through¬ 
out—the half-Alexandrine having naturally, in these early 
times, an irresistible influence over novices in foot-prosody. 

But, in what we may call a sort of transposed value, the 
rhythm is very well kept; the rhymes arc achieved aImo.st 
miraculously well, and the whole is of more than fair 
accomplishment. In fact the writers of the time were 
evidently taking heart of grace, and losing their stammer 
altogether. The Joys of the Virgin^ attempts another 
stanza, abababab, still on a basis of six- or scvcn-.syllable 
lines, but often reaching the full eight, and ob.serving the 
rhythm-value right cunningly. 


' Ihurctli nil one luteU- t.tk- that idi eu willc telle, 
As we vyndeth hit iwriti: in the goflspclle, 

Nis hit nouht of Karleniej'iie nc of the Diizcixrr, 
As of Cristes thruwinge thet he tholcdc her. 


Iliiw far are we from “ The Queen 
Caedmon ? 

^ Tbeos Holy Gustes myhte, 

Vs heipe and rede and dihte, 

And wisse us and theche. 

To wyten us wyth than unwibte. 
That bi daye and bi nihte, 
Thencbeth us to bi-peche. 


was in the parlour ” ? and bow far from 


•' Levedy for thare blisse, 

'fhat thu heddest at the frunie, 
Tho thil wistest myd iwisse, 

I'hat Jbeswi wolde Ijvo thi sune, 
The hwile wc Ijcoth on live thisse, 
Sunnen to don is ure wune, 

Help us nu that we ne mysse 
Of that iif that is to cunie. 
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This is also the metre of the Love-Rune} a descant of 
heavenly as opposed to earthly love, which certainly gives 
the best poetry of the whole batch, and shows how little 
to seek in these new measures English poets by this time 
were. In this piece and in others of the group, whether 
by the same hand or not, the last obsession of the 
unrhymed and unmetred versicle, which was at the moment 
holding its dead hand on the spirit of the later version 
of Layamon, has disappeared entirely. Such constraint as 
there is, is of a different kind. The danger which had 
shown itself nearly half a century earlier in the Omiulum 
—which was to show itself again and again till the 
eighteenth century was almost closed—but which was 
kept off, first by the ballad writers and the authors of such 
pieces as E.I.O. earlier, and the Niit-brotvn Maid later, 
by the great dramatists and the song-men of the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries, and by the followers of ]*rior in 
the eighteenth itself—the danger that English poetry should, 
like French, be tied down to the iamb—was beginning. It 
could not be helped, it was the natural reaction. But 
it was merely the exaggeration of a great and beneficent 
alterative which had given us the rhythm, not of recitative 
or of sing-song, but of real, metrical, musical poetry. 

In The Oivl and the Nif^htingale “ we come to one of 


* Comix^sed by Thomas of Hales, a Minorite, at the instance of a certain 
girl dedicated to Hod. The second slanra may serve as a specimen :— 
Vlaydo her thn myht licholde, Thcos theines that her weren )>olde, 

This worldes luve nys butc o res. Dcoth aglyden so w)’ndes bids. 

And is by-set so (ele-volde. Under n.olde hi liggeth colJc, 

'nitel and frakel and wok and Ics. And f.ilcweth so doth niedcwo gres. 


It is inexpressible what a joy the first occurrence of such rhythms as 
Vijkcl and frak|el and wok { and les,'* of such an internal rhyme as 
*' Under molde hi liggeth colde,” gives one. The very bones of an Englishman 
under the cold mould itself ought to .start and tremble at the hearing of them. 

^ Ed. Wright, Percy Society, I.ondon, 1843. Also by Stratmann later 
(Krefeld, 1868), and a long specimen in M. & S. The best piece for illustra¬ 
tion is perhaps the following accusation of the Owl 


Wi nultu singe an other theode, 

War hit is mucheic more ncode ? 

Thu neaver nc singst in Irlonde. 

Nc thu ne cumest nogt in Scotlonde: 
Hwi nultu fare to Noreweie ? 

And singen men of Galeweie? 

Thar broth men that lutel kunne 
Of songe tlvit is bineothe the sunne: 


Wi nultu th.ire preoste singe, 

And teche of thire uritelinge ? 

And wisi hrom mid thire stevene, 
Hu engeies singeth in heovene ? 

Thu forest so doth an ydel wel, 

That springetb bi burne that is snel, 
And let for druge the dune. 

And flobth on idel thar a-dune. 
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those " sports ” or exceptions which, as the Ormulum had 
done fifty years before, prove the rule and enlighten the 
way for us. We have seen how Layamon and others 
were constantly making for (and sometimes actually 
achieving for a couplet or two, but then as constantly 
missing or “ messing ”) the regular unequivalenccd iambic 
dimeter couplet which had already established itself {with-- 
out equivalence) as the most popular metre of French 
for all but epic purposes, while it was acljusting itself to 
these also in the form of Romance. The characteristics 
of this metre in French are rigid syllabic symmetry, 
regular rhyme in couplets, c:esura almost invariably in 
the middle, and a fully classical elision of final vowels 
before initial vowels in the next word. The author of 
The Owl and the Nightin^i^alv, be he Nicholas of Oniidford 
or another, has attained this metre as nobody before him 
has. If he docs not fulfil all the rules just given with 
unerring exactness—and I am by no means sure that 
such transgressions (they arc not many) as do appear are 
not more apparent than real—his obedience is a prevail¬ 
ing rule, his disobedience an unimportant exccj»tion. 

Whoever he was he must have been a person of literary, renrieucy 
if not of definitely poetical, ability, superior to that of most 
of his contemporarie.s, and he has made a very good piece 
of work of this poem. It shows us the immense advance 
which had been made in imposing the mould of metre— 
of regular rhythm—on the loose and shifting cadences of 
Anglo-Saxon poetry. But it warns us, as the Ormulum 
had warned us, of the danger of turning this mould into 
a cramp, and of fettering English in that strict .syllabic 
uniformity which has been so great a hamper to French. 

Of this danger, however, it would have been, and but The correctives 
for certain later phenomena would still be, " seeing ghosts 
by daylight ” to feel very much alarm. There were, 
indeed, at the time three great preservatives from it. 

One was the considerable amount of resisting force in the 
old sing-song, the old versicle-recitative—a force which 
was, as we shall see, to accomplish a great though partial 
reaction later. The second was the hold which the true 
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though new English principle of equivalenced scansion 
was beginning to take on the ears and tongues and minds 
of men. The third was a fancy—germane to that for the 
rigid couplet, but indirectly serving as antidote to its 
bane—for imitations of the regular but very intricate 
and “symphonic" stanza-measures which had for some 
time been popular in Latin, Provencal, and French. The 
first of these influences we may see exemplified in a pair 
of most interesting works (renewing for us that oppor¬ 
tunity of comparison, of the same or extremely similar 
matter at a slight distance of time, which we have had 
before), the Proverbs of “ Alfred" and of “ Hendyng." 
The second is put on record for ever—though the teach¬ 
ing of this record men have been singularly slow to learn 
—in Genesis and Exodus. The third (best shown in the 
famous group of Lyrics, of which Alison is the queen) is 
quite obvious, and most interestingly and valuably obvious, 
in a couple of poems, “ A Song to the Virgin " and “ A 
Song on the Passion," which Dr. Morris published in his 
Old English Miscellany? 

The Proverbs of A If red “ are among the documents 
most tempting to desertion of our proper line and dis- 


' I’p- 104 ttnd 197. The first is parccl-Latin, especially in its short lines 
-- “ Tam f'ta," “ Mana," etc. The second is pure Kiij^lish, and very beautiful. 
Hut though Dr, Morris put them within tlte thirteenth century, they seem 
to me almost beyond its pros«)dic accomplishment. I have, therefore, put 
them “on the bridge*' between thirteenth and fourteenth, i.e. on p. 86 . 

- In Af/ 0 !ii English Misicllany and (partly) in the S/vdmens. 


1 . 

At Sfuorth' 
sete theyncs nionye, 
foie biscopes, 
and feole lx)k-ilcred. 

Kories prutc, 
knyhtes egleohe, 

XXII. 

Thus queth Alured. 

Ne gnbbe thu ne schotte. 
ne chid thu wyth none sotte, 
ne myd manyes cunnes tales, 
ne chid thu with nenne dwales. 

Ne never thu nc bi-gynne 
to telle thine tythinges. 

At nones fremannes horde 
ne have thu to vole worde. 


Thar wes the eorl Alurich, 
of thare l.iwe swithe wis, 

And ek lurlured 
Englenc hurdc, 

Knglene durlyng ; 

On Engicne londe he wes kyng. 


Mid fewe worde wismon 
fele biluken wel con. 

And sottes bolt is sone i-siokte 
for thi irh hold hine for [a] dote, 
that sayih .a] his wille 
thanne he scholde been stille. 
For ofte tunge breketh bon 
theyh hco seolf nabbe non. 
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quisition on their probable history. It is even not a 
desertion of that line to say that there is strong proba¬ 
bility of their being in origin, if not coeval with the King 
himself, not so very much after his time, and so necessarily 
bearing trace of pra:-metrical antiquity. But the oldest 
form which we have in Middle English is not put at much 
earlier than the middle of the thirteenth century. This 
form bears a certain resemblance in prosody to part of 
the Bestiary^ and to the more unkempt portions of the 
Brut. Its beginning is purely versicular, with some by 
no means regular alliteration, no rhyme, and, for the first 
half-dozen lines at least, neither regular rhythm nor that 
fore-echo, as wc have called it, of rhyme, assonance. These 
two latter things appear in the seventh and eighth lines, 
but actual rhyme not till the eleventh and twelfth, with 
only occasional and faltering returns of it for the first 
sixty or seventy. 

Indeed, taking the various divi.sions, each of which 
begins with “ Thus quoth Alfred,” one is very much 
inclined to suspect that they rcprc.sent dijO'ereut workings 
up of the older material, w'hich was no rloubt uniform— 
that some have passed through the hands of a writer or 
writers familiar with the new rhymed couplet, while 
others have not. Take, for instance, the twenty-.sccond 
section—this, by the way, contains a proverb the occur¬ 
rence of which both in Shakespeare and Bacon has been 
taken by certain persons to prove their identity, from 
which, of course, it will follow that both were Alfred, 
and that Alfred, or at least his thirteenth century adapter, 
was both. Omitting the u.'»ual ushering versiclc, the .seven¬ 
teen lines of this present rhyme only once (in begin ” 
and “ tydings,” not quite perfectly), while the dimeter 
rhythm, acatalcctic, catalectic, or brachycatalectic, if not the 


Thus queth Alured. 

Wis childe is fader blissc 
If hit so bi'tydcth 
that (hu bern ibidest, 
the hwile hit is lutel 
ler him tnon-thewes 
thanne hit is wexynde ; 


XXIII. 

(lit schul Mcnric thur tr>. 
the iK-tcrc iiit sch.'il iwurlhe 
tnier >>uueri eortht*. 

Ac if tiiu him lest welde 
werende rm worldc 
!ude and stillc 
his owenc wille. 
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full syllabic value, is fairly maintained. Take up the next, 
XXIII., and rhyme only emerges now and then, while the 
rhythm is uneven and often imperceptible. 

Then turn to the Proverbs of Hendyng} which may be 
not more than a generation, and cannot, it would seem, 
be more than half a century, younger than the version of 
“ Alfred.” The matter is the same, but the form is 
absolutely different. The whole is thrown into the six- 
line stanza above described ; with the Proverb itself, and 
“ Quod Hendyng ” added, as what we shall later find 
called a “ bob,” after the introductory verses. The rhyme 
is quite exact; the stanzas are properly arranged on the 
norm of 886 (7) 886 (7) with that licence of contraction 
and expansion of “ foot ” of which we have already 
spoken and shall speak more. In the one instance 
the clay has received only the slightest and most waver¬ 
ing impressions from the mould ; in the second it is 
turned out in almost sculpturesque precision. 

Genesis and Exodus “ is, I do not hesitate to say, the 
most interesting Middle English poem, from the point of 
view of our present enquiry, which has yet been dis¬ 
covered. It contains more of the kernel of English 
prosody, properly so called, than any single poem before 
Spenser ; and upon it, as upon no other, can the battle, not 
of accentual v. quantitative, but of accentual v. foot-division 
metre be fought out. 

My friend Professor Skeat, in that famous or should 
be famous disquisition contributed to Dr. Morris’s edition 
forty years ago on the subject, which was (except Guest’s 
remarks) the first, and on which no advance has generally 


’ I have Ihcse in Reliquiae Antiqueu and in the /I'lfric Society's tssues. 
Plentiful extracts arc in M. & S. I'hc following may serve :— 


Mon that wol of wysdam heren, 
At wyM’ Hendyng he may lernen, 
That wes Marcolues sone ; 
Code thonkes and monie thewes 
Forte teche fele shrewes; 

For that wes ever is wone. 


Wis mon h.alt is wordes ynne. 
For he iml no gk* brgynne 
Er he have tempred is 
Sot is sol, and that is sene. 

For he wol speke wordes grene 
Er then hue Inien rype, 

'• Sottes bolt is sone shote,” 
Quoth Hendyng. 


^ Ed. Morris, E.E.T.S., London, 1S65. Prof. Skeat's Metrical Note is 
at p. xxxtx. 
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been made, starts with a formulation of what I venture to 
think the wrong system. He bases it fairly enough, accord* 
ing to his invariable custom, on the far more generally 
known passage of Coleridge in reference to that unconscious 
revival, which he thought a new creation, of the metre in 
ChrisUibel. “The essence of the system of versification which 
the poet has adopted is, briefly, that every line shall have 
four accented syllables in it ; the unaccented syllables 
being left in some measure, as it were, to take care of them¬ 
selves.” This is a declaration, in fact, of the “ accentual,” 
the “ beat," the “ stress ” system, against which it is one of 
the purposes of these volumes to wage truceless war. It 
was probably (though there are gainsayers, from a point of 
view which docs not concern us, even of this) the principle 
of Anglo-Saxon versification : it is not the principle of 
English. 

These, it may be said, are brave words ; but where are 
your proofs ? 

I must have managed matters very badly if my proofs 
have not been accumulating from the beginning of thi.s 
book. We have seen that during the Anglo-Saxon 
period, until its very close or near it, every line had to 
have not necessarily four, but some, and generally three 
or four, accented syllables, and that, according to some 
opinions at any rate, the unaccented syllables were “ left 
to take care of themselves.” Whichever view be true, it 
is undeniable, except by denying the authority of the ear, 
in which case cadit quaestio^ that we can get, except rarely 
and in a staggering fashion, no rhythm out of Anglo- 
Saxon poetry save a grave and not ineffective sort of 
recitative—by no means disagreeable, by no means un¬ 
musical, but falling short, in a manner as distinct as it is 
irreconcilable, of our requirements of poetic music. We 
have seen how this poetry was confronted more and more 
as time went on with others, all of which jxjsscssed this 
music after a fashion, but that these were apt to .submit it 
to restrictions, especially of the syllabic kind, which always 
brought the danger, and sometimes incurred the result, of 
monotony. In almost every instance (save the Ormulunt 
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and Tfie Owl and Nightingale) that we have hitherto sur¬ 
veyed, we have found clash and compromise between the 
two systems, the resultant of the conflicting forces being 
a rhythm more or less resembling that of French and 
Latin, but adopting escapements, easements, variations, 
identical in principle, though not in combination, with 
those of some classical verse, and retaining at least a 
semblance of the syllabic freedom, the unaccented expan¬ 
sibility, of Anglo-Saxon. 

Now, to analyse Genesis and Exodus itself. Here is 
the actual opening :— 

Man 1 lo luven | that rijmes ren 
The wi!»[seth wcl | the logelde men 
Hujman may | him \ wel loken 
'I'hog he I ne be lejred on | no boken, 

Luven god and serven him ay 
For he it hem wel gelden may. 

Anti to alle cristenei men 
Beren p€iis and luve bi-twen. 

Than sal him aimightin luven 
Her bi-ncthen and thund abuven, 

And given him blissc and soulis restepij 
'I'hat him sal eavermor lesten. 

There is nothing here that we have not in individued 
cases seen before ; but the whole is infinitely more easy, 
accomplished, and masterly. It is, in fact, Spenser’s 
Oak and Briar^ and Coleridge’s Christabel itself, more 
than three hundred years before the one, and more 
than five hundred before the other. 

1 desire to enter into no offensive polemic with 
Professor Skeat, but I shall be content to leave to the 
reader to decide, at least when he has seen their future 
application, which is the sounder set of principles— 

(A) As Professor Skeat says : 

That the unaccented syllables may be left to take care 
of themselves. 

That to make iambic and trochaic lines convertible is 
to induce “ all sorts of confusion,” though it will be observed 
Professor Skeat elsewhere makes a trochaic scansion of 
Boadicea ” exactly the same ” as an iambic one. 
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That you can scan a line best by beginning' at its 
end, since the accented syllables [the debauched villains !J 
instead of “ drifting *’ about, will always be placed at the 
end of a foot, where they can be policed if necessary. 

That “ it does not much matter whether each foot has 
two or three syllables in it ” [or four ? or five ?]. 

Or (B) as I should say : 

That the norm of the line is always a certain number 
of “ feet." 

That though the constitution or arrangement of these 
feet may be uniform, the greatest .nelody is reached by 
variation of them. 

That these variations need not always, though they 
generally do, contain one long syllable, and that the 
length may be brought about by different causes. 

That such variant measures are always pretty closely 
equivalent. 

That though they may be indulged in very largely, it 
is not a case of “ going as you please," of “ leaving things 
to take care of themselves,” but that a too free indulgence 
in trisyllabic feet where the base is dissyllabic, or vice %>ersa^ 
will ruin, or at least damage everything.^ 

On this piece, as it seems to me, hang all the law and 
the prophets as regards Early Middle English prosody.'* 
It is not, as in some of the cases which we have had 
before us, a document unimportant in bulk ; it is not, like 
others, one which speaks with uncertain voice ; it is not, 
like others again, or some of the /same, a document where 
the artist is hardly an artist at all, where he is fumbling 
and botching with his implements, and shifting his eyes 
constantly from this pattern to that. It is a substantive 
poem as long, in number of lines, as half the Odyssey or a 
third of the ^neid^ and telling a complicated and varied 
story, if not with original invention, with complete freedom 
of handling. There cannot be the slightest doubt in the 

* Coleridge did make this mistake in parts of Christabel. 

* In the author’s own words, though he little thought of the applica* 
tion— 

God schilde hise sowle fro helle liale. 

The made it thus on Engel tale. 
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main about what the artist intended to do; different as 
may be the analyses of that intention ; and there cannot 
be any that he succeeded perfectly in doing it. The 
poem is as regular in its apparent irregularity as The 
Owl and the Nightingale, its most interesting contem¬ 
porary and contrast, is in its unmistakable regularity. 
Open it where you will and you will find the same unity 
in diversity, the springy limber dimeter shortening itself 
now and then by catalexis or anacrusis, lengthening itself 
before long by the substitution of anapaests for iambics, 
but never to such an extent as to endanger the general 
rhythm of the linc.^ And everywhere, if you will keep your 
ears open and your eyes on the Genesis and the Owl 
together, you will sec that between them, as wholes, there 
is really the same unity in diversity, the same constitution 
of the same general rhythm by foot-division, though in 
the one case the poet chooses to confine himself to a 
single norm of the foot, and in the other gives change 
for that norm. 

Both these inestimable documents are dated by linguistic 
scholars (whose dicta in this examination we are, as has 
been said, all the more glad to accept because there can 
be no suspicion of collusion or connivance) at the very 
middle of the thirteenth century. The three groups, 
of even greater interest of matter, to which we are coming, 
are, for this reason or that, postponed to the end or near 
it, a postponement which, as it is made neither by us nor 
in our interest, but entirely confirms the lines of our 
general theory, we also accept very cheerfully indeed. 
Their attraction is different; but it is in ail cases extra¬ 
ordinarily great from the general literary point of view, 
and hardly less from the prosodic. They are, if we may 
repeat to save referring, the Northumbrian Psalter,* the 

’ Here, as in the Orison and other places, dcta^yilables, not due to tri> 
syllabic substitution, appear as— 

Nu, bi the feith ic og to King F’haraon (3187), 

He horde hem murnen, he hem freinde forquat (2053). 

“ For this in various forms see Ilorstmann, IVorts of R. Rolte of Hampole, 
etc., London, 1896, ii. 129 sq. Extracts in Morris and Skeat. 
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writings of or attributed to Robert of Gloucester, with a 
fringe of similar work, and the pair of earliest known 
romances, Havelok and Horn} to which may be added 
one or two others of a fabliau kind. Hardly any one, 
who takes a sufficient interest in prosody to induce him 
to read this book, can fail to see the peculiar import* 
ance of an early version of the Psalms in any modern 
language. In the Brst place, the combined religious 
and poetical power of these wonderful compositions 
necessarily attracted the attention of the devout and 
the impressionable in every nation, .is ft was introduced 
by Christianity to the Jewish Scriptures ; in the second, 
the use made of them in the services of the Church 
intensified and extended this familiarity; in the third, 
their matter irresistibly invites lyrical expression ; and 
in the fourth, what may be called the catholic-canonical 
text of them, the Vulgate translation, though not metri¬ 
cal, has marvellous rhythmical and literary quality. 
In modern English the unapproachable beauty of the 
Authorised Version and Book of Common Prayer pre¬ 
sentation of them, in rhythmical prose, has acted as 
a preventer of metrical renderings of any value ; but in 
other languages the names of Marot, Euthcr, Buchanan, 
leap to the memory. 

The special preciousness of this document consists in 
the fact that we have here a direct opportunity of com¬ 
parison between Anglo-Saxon and Middle English. There 
was such in point of subject in the Genesis^ but in point 
of subject only. Here we have beyond all doubt the 
same identical Vulgate text, rendered by the verse- 
smiths of the two periods. Let us take a passage—the 
ending of Psalm v. from the “ Benedictine ” A.S. version 
and from our present text. It is still, let us hope, super¬ 
fluous to add or prefix the modern English version of 
Verba tnea auribus^ “ Ponder my words, O Lord ! consider 
my meditation,'* etc. 

* There are some reasons from the point of view of literary history for in¬ 
cluding Sir Tristrem with these, but not from that of linguistics or that of 
prosody. 
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Word thu min onfoh, wuldres ealdor, 

And mtd earum gehyr, ece drihten ! 

Ongyt mine clypunga cuthum gercordO} 

Beheald min gebed holdum mode ! 

Thu eart min cyning and eac ece god. 

Grein-Wiilker-Assmann, Bibl. der A.S. Po, 
iii. 329, Leipzig, 1898. 

Myne wordes, lauerd, with eres byse ; 

Understande the crie ofe me. 

Behald unto my bede stevene, 

Mi kynge and my god ofc heuene. 

MS. Vesp. D. vii. ed. Horstmann, R. Rolle 
of Hampole^ ii. 134, London, 1896. 

Is it not, even from this one pair and parallel, inconceivable 
how any man can maintain, or ever have maintained, that 
the two poetries are constructed on the same prosodic 
principles ? 

The unknown author or authors of this our earliest 
English version adopted the measure which, as the last 
two crucial examples will have shown, was the dominant 
one in his time, or a little before it. And this is natural, 
for no translator of the Psalms was likely to use an un¬ 
familiar or a complicated form. That he took it in the 
form of the Genesis^ not in the form of the Otvl^ would be 
almost a foregone conclusion from the fact (taking it to 
be one) of his northern domicile and dialect. But though 
both he and the author of Genesis were following the 
Bible, and following it no doubt from the Vulgate, the 
more lyrical character of the Psalms almost necessitated 
closer adherence to the sub-divisions of the original. He 
religiously adapts to each “verse” either a couplet or a 
quatrain, and this necessarily imposes certain conditions 
(which might occasionally be called clogs) upon him. But 
it at the same time makes for an even greater, though 
perhaps a less artistic, variety in the bulk and structure 
of his verses themselves, and induces him sometimes not 
merely to avail himself to the utmost of the liberty of his 
metre, but to go beyond it. We have seen that as early 
as The Orison of Our Lesdy^ and even through the mastery 
of the Ckristabel metre possessed by the translator of 
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Genesis^ there breaks something very like decasyllabic 
measure, which may be (this is necessarily a question to 
be postponed) the actual beginning of that great staple 
form in English. The appearances multiply here. But 
apart from this, and from the direct contrast with 
A.S., the Psalter has no special interest for us, and 
no new interest at all. It is valuable as confirming the 
existence, popularity, and growing variety of the four-foot 
couplet metre, with equivalent substitution, in English. 

We have, however, seen that there was another metre Robert of 
which had also “disentangled itself from the heap” very 
early, and which had qualities likely to rival in popularity 
those of the iambic couplet, while some of these were 
specially adapted to certain classes of subject. This is 
an adaptation of the old double versicle to the new 
prosody, which, though containing a pause in the 
middle to testify to its origin, does not separate itself 
into two lines so naturally as it falls into one ; and, on 
the whole, even when compared with the other at its * 

finest, sweeps as well as swings. It is, in fact, the 
metre of the Moral Ode rehandled. The rhythm of its 
line is still, in at least frequent tendency, rather trochaic 
than iambic, but it admits, and indeed courts, ana¬ 
paestic substitution, and is often iambic frankly. Its 
superior advantages for narrative, especially when it is 
compared with the stricter and more impoverished form of 
the dimeter couplet, arc obvious; and in particular it is a 
very effective metre for recitation—the monotony and 
sing-song which beset the stricter couplet, and are not 
always quite shaken off by the looser, being almost 
entirely absent from its sweeping volume. The qualities 
which have made TAe Revenge and A Ballad of East and 
West the common prey of elocutionists are apparent 
already in the rough moralisings of the Ode ; they are still 
more apparent in the Chronicle which Robert of Gloucester 
certainly wrote in the last quarter of the thirteenth 
century, and in a bulky collection of Saints* Lives^ 
immensely popular, constantly rehandled, altered, and added 
to—^the work, doubtless, in all their forms put together of 
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a veiy large number of writers, but in some of the earliest 
cases at least veiy probably, if not almost certainly, Robert’s.^ 
The differences to be found between these examples 
of the metre produced in the last twenty years (in all 
probability) of the thirteenth century and those famous 
ones produced certainly in the last twenty years of the 
nineteenth, putting aside the unpolished ’* (as Addison 
would have said) state of the language and some minor 
results of practice and patterns, are really very small. 
The older poet is too careful and too much troubled 
about his middle pause ; he does not vary its character 
skilfully enough, and is apt, in his fear of overrunning, 
to pull up with a hard and throttling tug which involves 
a corresponding jolt at the start of the second half. 
This obsession of the pause, which certainly did exist in 
Old and to some extent in Early Middle English, which 
Guest and others would have ruthlessly transferred to 
modern, is a relic, of course, of the old versicular scansion. 
This would have become mere chaos without it; and, so 
long as it held sway, there was always a danger of that 
relapse, into versicular scansion itself, which at last actually 
happened, though partially and for a time only. 

Further, the writer does not manage his substitution 
with the facility and art of his fellow-practitioner in the 
other form, as shown in Genesis and Exodus, If he 
wants more syllables he uses them, but he does not 
seem to be aware of the “ lift ” that they give to Pegasus. 
Still, all the “ bones ” (to use a vernacular phrase) of the 
full swinging ballad metre, in formation or use, are there, 
though they rattle a little and are rather dry, and un¬ 
clothed with the soft, bright flesh that is to come on 

* Of these later. For the Chronicle see Heame’s ed. ; considerable extracts 
are in M. & S. Here is the vigorous rendering of William the Conqueror's 
retort to King Philip’s gibe :— 

Bi I the uprifsing of Jhe|su Crist, | if God | me wole grafee sendel 
Vor I to make ( mi chir fehegong, | and bring|e me of | this bende, 

Suche wi|ves ichol|le mid | me l(^e. | and such | ligt at | ten ende. 

That an ] hundred | thousend j candlen, | and mo icholle | him tende, 

Amidde { is lond ) of Fran|ce, | and | is pru |te ssende 

That a sojri chircbejgong ichol|te him make, } ar ich thanjne we[nde]. 

This metre will occupy us constantly in the future, in itself and as ** resolved” 
into the ballad form. 
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them. And once more the foot division is perfectly 
clear though not perfectly achieved. Accentually^ Robert 
has little if anything to learn : it is in the turning of his 
“ beats ” into “ feet ” that he has much. 

With the final group, the interest still mounts in point 
of matter, for we are at last in the presence of the 
greatest literary creation of the Middle Ages, and of 
one of the great literary creations of the world, that is to 
say, of the Romance. There is every reason to believe, 
from allusions—indeed it is fairly certain—that pretty 
numerous specimens of this great kin<! existed before the 
end of the thirteenth century, while, as we shall see, the 
main bulk of the best examples that we have were 
certainly in existence before the fourteenth was very far 
on its way. But there arc two which for this rca.son 
and that (not the least important of the reasons being 
in all cases prosodic) are generally regarded as having a 
better claim to the early date than any other, and these 
are, as has been said, Havelok the Dane and King Horn, 

It would be out of our way to go into the interc.sting 
and not improbable speculations lending to show or to 
argue that though both of these, and especially Havelok^ 
were taken directly from the I'Vench, their mediate 
French originals had older English or Scandinavian an¬ 
cestors in their turn. As always, let us stick to our texts. 

Havelok is written in the iambic dimeter couplet, 
which we have already seen in full swing. It has not 
the scrupulous exactness of The Owl and the Nightingale^ 
and indulges very commonly indeed in seven-syllable 
lines, while on the other hand it also indulges at times 
in the frank trisyllabic substitution of the Genesis, If 
the man who wrote it had been a dull fellow the piece 
would have been very rough and heavy. But fortunately 
he was possessed of a great knack of phrase and of narra¬ 
tive power, and these lighten and stir up his rough verse.' 

* The Pntuess Goldborough has been given against her will to Havelok^ 
who is taken Jbr a kitchen knave. 

On I U»e nith I als Goldejborw lay. For | she wen|de she were j bi-swike 
Soiry and sorjwful was | she ay, That j she were yejven un|kyndelike. 


The earliest 

Komances— 

Havelok, 
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King Horn. 


Horn shows us something different. We have seen, 
on several occasions and in reference to several different 
poems, that there was for some time a certain hesitation 
whether the versicle-pair of Anglo-Saxon would settle down 
in English into a hexasyllabic or an octosyllabic couplet 
The latter is much better suited to the genius of the 
language, and it had the valuable support, not merely of 
its French congener, but of the most usual base of Latin 
hymn lines. But the frequency of extremely short 
versicles in A.S. may have made for the hexasyllable, 
which in its turn was stoutly supported by the French 
Alexandrine with its strong centre-break, and perhaps to 
some extent even by the Latin hexameter. The octo¬ 
syllable prevailed, and happily ; but its little sister always 
had a sort of sneaking charm for the English ear, and 
held her place in combined and alternated metres, if not 
exclusively. 

In Horn it is still making a bid for the principal 
place, but in an irresolute fashion. So great indeed is 
this irresolution that the “ beat-men ” have endeavoured to 
claim King Horn as an example of “four-beat” octo¬ 
syllabic couplet verse itself. This cannot be granted, 
though there are octosyllabic lines and even octosyllabic 
couplets in it, just as there are decasyllabic lines and 
even decasyllabic couplets in the other class. The swing 
of the pendulum in this line or couplet corresponds indeed 
exactly to that in its rival with proportionately smaller 
range. There are even lines of fot*r syllables—that is to 
say, of five, allowing for the final e —and there are lines 
of eight, but very few, 1 think, of nine. Those of six and 
seven are the most common, and where the hexasyllabic 
lines do not include an e in the ending there is generally 


O nith I she saw j there-in|ne a lith, 

A swijthe fayr, | a swi|the bryth, 

Al I so brith, | al | so shir 
So I it were j a bl^e | of fir. 

She lokede north and ek south 
And saw it comen ut of his mouth 
That lay bi hire in the bed. 

No ferlikc thou she were adred. 
Thouthe she, " Wat may this bi-mene? 
He lieth heyman yet als y wene 


He both heyman, er he be ded." 

One hise shuldrc of gold red 
She saw a swithe noble croiz, 

Of an angel she herde a voyz, 

‘ • Uoldeborw, let thi sorwe be, 

For Havelok that haveth spuset the, 
He kinges sone and kinges eyr, 

That bikenneth that croiz so fayr. ” 

Havelok, ed. Skeat, E.E.T.S. 

11. i847-ia68. 
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a monosyllabic foot. In other words, the hexasyllabic 
norm is unmistakable.^ 

To these we must add the two extremely interesting The eariieat 
fabliau-^izces of Dame Siriz and The Vox and the 
both given ^ to readers for the first time by Thomas 
Wright, and both apparently dating well within the 
thirteenth centurj'. The Vox is in octosyllabic dimeter * 
of an unusually springy and limber character, with 
abundant monosyllabic feet in the first place and a fair 
amount of trisyllabic substitution. Dame Siriz has still 
greater prosodic attraction, for it is a mixture of this same 
couplet (rather less springy but even more freely handled) * 
with nothing less than the “ Romance six,” the great 
Sir Thopas metre. In this the lines are treated with the 
same licence of contraction and expansion as in the 
couplet, and the lesson of the two is that of all the rest. 


* The will serve as a s[>ccimen. Horn, dispuiserl as a be prp ir 

and with blackened face, h.is dropped Kimenliild's rini; in a cup of iKjuur hhe 
sent to him, and tells her that he himself is dcail. 


Rymenhild sede at the furste 
'• Herte ! nxi thu Iwste, 

For Hoin nnstu nainore 
That the hath pined so wxre." 
Heo h*ol on hire lx-*dcle 
Ther heo knifes hidde 
To sle with hure King I.othe 
Arul hure 5»;lvc hothxr. 

In that ulke nigtc, 

If Horn come ne inigte. 


To herte knif heo sette 
Ac Horn anon hire lettc. 

He wipedc th.it blake of his swerr, 
And seek* ‘' (Juen so rlere 
Ihc .am Horn thin owe 
Ne can&tn mo nogi kiiowc? 

Ihc .im Horn of Wesiernesse 
In .arines thu me ctisse ! " 

Morris and Skeat ^who give the 
W'hok*), i. a7.s. li. 1205-1334. 


The first in Anealota Literaria, London, 1844, p. 2 sq., and in Latin 
Stories, 1 ‘ercy Soc. 1842, p. xvi. ; the second in Reliquiae Antiquae, 
Ixindon, 1843-5, ii. 272 sq. (It is extraordinary hut not unsatisfactory to 
possessors of this latter delightful book, that*it has never lieen reprinted.) 

* Text as in authorities. Some emendations are obvious but immaterial. 


A vox gan out of the wodc go 
Afingret so that him wes wo ; 
He nes nevere in none wise 
Afingret erour half so swithe. 


He ne held nouther way tie strete 
Fer him wes loth tn^n to mete 
Him were levere ineten one hen 
Than half an ounilred wimmen. 


* The 3rd and 6th lines of the stanzas are often inonotnelrical (“ withoulen 
grief”), and the couplet verses are sometimes brachycatalcctic, “As a wimlche 
that 1 is wo.” But it also ought to have its specimen :— 


“ Wclcomen art thou, leve sone ; 
And if ich mai other cone 
In eni wise for the do, 

I shat strengthen me ther-to ; 

For thi. Icve sone, tel thou me 
What thou woidest I dude for the.'* 
“ Bote leve Nelde, ful evcie I fare ; 
I lede mi lif with tene and kare; 


VV'ith muchel bounsele ich lede mi lif, 
And that is for on surte wif 
That heighle Margcri. 

Ich have i-Ioved hire inoni dai; 

And of hire love hoe seith me nai, 
Hider ich com for-tht. 

Ed. eit. pp. 6, 7. 
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In the foregoing Book it has been the writer's purpose, 
and his endeavour, to examine, with all the thoroughness 
and freedom from prejudice which he could muster, the 
actual, historical, documentary facts and circumstances of 
English prosody in its transition period from Anglo- 
Saxon towards, if not yet wholly to, the beginnings of 
Early Modern English verse. We have seen, in the first 
place, what systems of rhythmical or metrical arrangement 
an English poet of this time must, may, or can have had 
before him when he began to write. And we have seen 
—the attempt being to omit, as a whole or in sufficient 

sample, no single document of the slightest importance- 

what, in these two dim but momentous centuries from 
I lOO to 1 300, English poets, with more or fewer of these 
models before them, did actually produce. We have 
taken these productions absolutely without prejudice ; we 
have laid down no arbitrary or borrowed rules and laws 
for them. We have not declined to accept such a fact 
because it is at variance with our theory of prosody, or 
such another because it is at variance with our theory 
of pronunciation. We have added nothing to the evi¬ 
dence, as we have excluded and suppressed none of it. 
We have given the anomalies and the “ heaps ” of 
L,ayamon the same attention as the ordered punctuality 
of Nicholas, the fixed syllabic precision of the Ormulum 
no less weight than the swinging equivalence of the 
Genesis and Exodus, And we have only sought, by the 
combined exercise of the ordinary methods of com¬ 
parison and inference, to find out what they all have to 
say. 
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The first thing that they have to say they say plainly 
—that Anglo-Saxon prosody is moribund if not actually 
defunct. On what principle that ear can be constructed 
which does not detect, between the rhythm of almost 
everything from Caedmon to the Rhyming Poem, and the 
rhythm of almost anything from the Onnulum to 
Ilavelok^ a radical, a vital, an irreconcilable difference, 1 
at least have failed to discover. The two deeps call to 
each other, and the voices of the two arc as distinct as 
sounds can make themselves. As has been said (perhaps 
ad nauseam^ but repetition is necc.*h«iarv), the rhythm of 
Anglo-Saxon poetry is a sort of half-prose recitative. 
The alliteration, the rudimentary parallelism of the 
versicles, and a certain grave, not inharmonious, but 
entirely unmetrical accompaniment furnished by the 
accents, give all that it boasts- all that it even seems to 
wish to boast. Regular metrical time, tunc, ” number,” 
it never posse.sses for any considerable period ; and its 
momentary hints of such things are uncertain and frag¬ 
mentary. Something like the trochaic beat is occasionally 
perceptible—certainly it is more often pcrccjitiblc than 
any other ; but this is arranged in no correspondences ; 
it has neither continuance nor reflex action ; it is only a 
sort of “ under-hum,” a .sort of singing in the cars, rather 
than any tune. One perfectly understands how it passed 
into the pleasantly rhythmed prose of ALlfric ; one is not 
M/rprepared to follow those who recognise in its obscure 
cadences the source, still undried, of further prose 
rhythms of English down to the present day. But with 
the music of our poeity it has little more to do than the 
strummings of a child have to do with a finished 
symphony. 

On the other hand, in all the poetry of our jjresent 
period the rhythms that we know, though less perfect, 
arc as unmistakable as they are in the poetry of the 
nineteenth century to an English ear which has kept 
itself true to English vocalisation, however familiar it 
may have become with others. That it may be possible 
to disguise and mufifle this music by paying too sedulous 
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heed to theories of accent and of pronunciation I do not 
deny. Great is the power of theory ; and of course, if 
you take it for granted that everything must then have 
been different—that “ vowels were interchangeable and 
consonants do not count ”—much may be done. But is 
it not, one asks in all modesty and sincerity, rather odd 
to summon the foreigner’s vowel and other pronuncia¬ 
tion in order to get rid of his rhythm ? Is it not a rather 
more reasonable theory that we Englishmen talk very 
much as our ancestors talked when first the blend of 
“ Saxon and Norman and Dane ” historically established 
itself in our race and, to say the very least, historically 
coincided with these first appearances of our poetry ? 
We are affectionately bidden to unlearn the impressions 
of our ignorance. Would it not be at least as reasonable 
to bid us, or some of us, distrust the impressions of our 
acquired and superinduced hypotheses ? And may not 
those who have at least an equal literary acquaintance with 
all periods of English literature, who regard Genesis and 
Exodus and Geraint and Enid on lines of impartial 
friendship, and know the fourteenth century romance as 
they know the sixteenth-seventeenth century drama and 
the eighteenth-nineteenth century essayor novel—may they 
not (after a good many years of reading and thinking) 
have something to say ? 

At any rate to some such students there is no 
longer any doubt possible on the matter. From the 
wooden but unmistakable time-marking, unrhymed still, of 
the Ormtdum^ through the less wooden but almost equally 
regular and rhymed couplet work of Tlie Owl and the 
Nightingale^ to the beginnings of stanza, the rhythm at 
least is perfectly clear, and its lesson is perfectly clear 
likewise. Nor is the same rhythm, though worked out 
on less rigid laws, any the less marked in the larger and 
more imposing body of work from the Orison of Our 
Lady and the Moral Ode through Genesis and Exodus — 
the highest point of prosodic interest if not of either 
prosodic or literary accomplishment—to the “ swingers *' 
of Robert of Gloucester and his fellows, and the libertine 
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octosyllables and hexasyllables of Havelok and Ham. 
The poetic muse of KngHsh has “ come to town ” not yet 
in “ velvet gown,” in ” rags and jags ” comparatively 
speaking. But it has come ; and the reverse of a plague 
with it. 

But the most important, the most satisfactory, and (to 
those who will open their eyes) the most convincing set of 
documents is that the chief constituents of which are the 
Godric fragments, Layamon, and the Pren^erbs of Alfred. 
If after, and in especial immediately after, the versicular 
and non-metrical scansion of Angl«>-Saxon, we had found 
metrical scansion as perfect as that <>1 Tfu' Oivl and the 
Nightingale^ and nothing but either this or the older 
scansion itself it would certainly have given us serious 
pause. And we should have been obliged to admit that 
there was something of a case for the suspicion of a 
deliberate, non-natural, head-and-shoulders hauling-in of 
“the rhythm of the foreigner”—that this last was as 
much superinduced on the different, the resisting, the true 
prosody of English as the Greek prosody of literary Latin 
was superinduced upon the Saturnian aboriginal. But 
the actual phenomena are as different as possible from 
this. They arrange themselves into four groups, and 
these four groups by the confession (nay, by the inde¬ 
pendent, previous, and entirely disinterested testimony) of 
men of the purest philological science, not tainted with 
any literary heresy at all, succeed each other in regular 
chronological order, or, where fliey overlap, display ten¬ 
dencies, “slopes,” nisus^ of an unmistakable character. 
The first is, for us, prehistoric—it consists of the Anglo- 
Saxon versification itself; and of that we have said 
enough. The second is the work of the twelfth century, 
now more immediately under consideration. Of this the 
Godric fragments, whether actually due to the saint or 
not, must be twelfth century ; the Proverbs of Alfred^ it 
is agreed by almost everybody, represent twelfth-century 
work, if not something much earlier ; and nobody puts 
Layamon later than the very beginning of the thirteenth. 

Every one of them tells the same tale, from the half-score 
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or score verses of Godric, to the fifteen or thirty thousand 
of Layamon, through the couple of dozen stanza-paragraphs 
(as we may almost call them) of the Proverbs. That tale 
is not so much the story of men who are deliberately 
endeavouring to conform to a particular prosodic system 
as that of men who are writing with two entirely different 
systems in their ears and before their eyes ; who have lost 
complete executive grasp of the older ; who have not 
gained complete executive grasp of the younger ; but who 
exemplify first the one, then the other, accordingly as the 
respective tendency is uppermost. The scanty ejaculations 
of the Durham hermit cannot of course show us much ; 
but they show what one might venture to call an ettling 
at ” the two great distinctive characteristics of the new 
prosody—regular rhythm and more or less regular rhyme. 
There is little room in them for flux and reflux. But 
there is fair room for this in the Proverbs^ and almost the 
amplest possible for it in the Brut. Everj'-thing happens 
almost uncannily as it ought to happen. Especially in 
Layamon, which probably represents the work of a single 
man better than the Proverbs (for these may very likely have 
been taken from the older forms separately by different 
persons) is this the case. The almost or quite perfect 
rhymelcss, accented, alliterated, versiclc-pairs at the ex¬ 
treme right, and the almost or quite perfect rhymed and 
rhythmed couplets at the extreme left, are connected by 
a centre of all kinds of hybrid or transition forms ; here 
versicles fallen into disarray on their own system, and not 
reformed on any other ; there couplets which only want 
the last touch to get them in order, and in the centremost 
centre of all, admixtures of the two systems in almost 
every possible variety of composition. It is scarcely too 
wild a flight to call the work of Layamon the workshop, 
the experimental laboratory, of true English prosody. 
The lessons of its contents are so clear that one might 
think it impossible to read them in any but one way. 
There is not a page of the fourteen hundred—it is hardly 
extragavant to say that there is not a line of the two and 
thirty thousand—which will not gpve a text for our sermon. 
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Yet if any doubt remained, the two other bodies of 
instances are at hand to correct it As has been said in 
a somewhat different form and connection already, the 
third of these bodies, the most important constituents of 
which very probably extend at pretty even distances 
over the whole of the thirteenth century itself, are the 
Ormuiunty The Otvl and the Nig^htingaley the Proverbs of 
Hendyngy and some others. These show us something^ 
that looks at first sight like the completed result of the 
labours of the workshop—fixed metrical rhythm without 
rhyme, and attained by strict syllabic in variableness in the 
first; regular couplet rhyme and measure in the second ; 
regular stanza of almost fixed syllabic line-construction in 
the third. But if we had had these only, we should have 
overshot the true mark. We might still have been led into 
the error—an error recurring constantly during the story 
we are endeavouring to tell, and not perhaps dead yet,— 
that the prosody of English is a fixed syllabic prosody, 
that it is altogether, or almost altogether, limited to 
** common time,” strictly observed. 

But the fourth group, the largest by far, the most 
various, the most interesting as literature, and the most 
pervading in date and otherwise, at once saves us from 
this error as to the result, and throws a flood of fresh light 
on the processes. The OrisoHy the Moral Odey nearly all 
the minor poems. Genesis and ExoduSy in greatest pride of 
place, the long “ swingers ” of late thirteenth-century 
narrative, the couplets of Haveloh and Horny the couplets 
and stanza-sixes of the two fabliauXy take up the lesson of 
what we have called the centre of the Layamon army, the 
first drafts and failures and fragments of the workshop of 
the Brut. We learn from them that there was .something 
in the English genius which held it back from, which dis¬ 
inclined it to, the regular syllabic uniformity of Frcmch, 
€sven when tipped and adorned with rhyme, much more 
when unadorned therewith. After the nearly perfect 
rhymed couplets scattered here and there in r..ayamon, 
after the (as such wooden perfection goes) perfect .syllabic 
“ blanks ” of Orm, there could clearly be no difficulty for 
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any Englishman who set his mind to it in doing what 
Nicholas of Guildford actually and constantly did, what 
others did more or less. A slip or two here or there might 
be as probable as pardonable, but so wide and as it were 
systematic an array of slips could not be accidental. 
Clearly something had survived from the old versicular 
prosody which the national ear, modified as it had been, 
was not prepared to abandon. And this something, as 
the patient examination of the facts should clearly show, 
was the preference of apparently, though by no means 
really, irregular length of line to the cast-iron uniformity 
of the French, and to some extent of Low Latin likewise. 
This might be done by omission of syllables, or even of 
whole feet (anacrusis and catalexis) at the beginning or end 
of lines, or it might be done by the substitution of tri¬ 
syllabic or in some cases even apparently monosyllabic feet 
for dissyllabic. But it was done quocunque niodo. 

Even yet, however, it may not have been made quite 
clear exactly what in the writer’s mind is the result which 
he thinks so clearly achieved, and exactly what he thinks 
to have been the methods and processes by which it was 
attained. Of these latter it is probably impossible to 
speak more advantageously than by the way (sometimes 
reviled but constantly useful) of metaphorical comparison. 
I am entirely unable to see, in the verse of the two 
centuries which we have been surveying, either a mere 
modification, with rhyme added, of the prosody discover¬ 
able in Anglo-Saxon, or a desertion and an apostasy to 
“ the rhythm of the foreigner.” It seems to me, on the 
evidence of the facts only and wholly, that just as Saxon 
and Norman and Celtic constituents, with political and 
eccle.siastical influence from Rome, were blending and 
coalescing to form the English nation, so corresponding 
influences (though in each case the Celtic might not make 
much show) were blending and coalescing to make English 
language in the first place, and English prosody in the 
next. And it seems further that, perhaps because there 
was least to do. perhaps because the poetic impulse is 
one of the earliest that shows, that, if not in perfection, 
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yet definitely and recognisably» the last change was effected 
somewhat earlier than the others. 

To shift the handling, the view which is taken here 
is as of a plastic mass of decomposed or decomposing 
Anglo-Saxon verse-material, upon which are brought to 
bear, like multiplied potters’ thumbs or like the tools of a 
lathe, the influences of Latin, of French, and perhaps of 
other languages, together with that infinitely more power¬ 
ful though far more subtle and incalculable one of the 
race-spirit, which is forming and changing itself coincidcntly. 
That the finished results of this process disengage them¬ 
selves slowly is no wonder ; the real wonder is that they 
disengage themselves so soon, and that their forms when 
once really taken are so lasting. The differences, be it 
said once more, of English verse of looo and English 
verse of 1300 are differences of nature and kind ; the 
differences of English verse in 1300 and 1900 arc mere 
differences of practice and accomplishment. 

What, yet once more, are the former differences ? 

As to the first, the most obvious, and in a sense per¬ 
haps the most important, rhyme—there is not much real 
quarrel. Even Dr. Guest, as we have seen, admitted (with 
perhaps a faint sigh) that all nations with accentual 
prosodies accept rhyme sooner or later. It is true that at 
intervals there have been revolts against this Queen-grace 
of poetry—a long and dangerous one in the sixteenth, 
and to some extent in the seventeenth century ; a flicker 
of rebellion at the end of the eighteenth and the beginning 
of the nineteenth ; even a slight flash of that flicker lately. 
But only the first of these has been important even in 
appearance, and even that was in reality a vain thing 
—as impotent when boldly faced as the lions on the stair 
at Carbonek. So pleasant to the very eye, so delightful 
to the ear, so potent even upon the structure of the verse, 
so inexhaustibly fertile in fair offspring, is this youngest 
child of all the Muses, that, by a consummate irony, she 
has compelled her very blasphemers, such as Campion and 
Milton, to give some of the most charming examples of 
her power themselves. 
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Yet, great as is the power of rhyme as a time«beater, 
sufficient though it would probably have been to get us 
out of the half-formed versicle into the regularly moving 
verse, the example of French is enough to show that it 
would not by itself have given us the extraordinary 
elasticity and variety, the bird-chorus of trilling song 
which distinguishes Knglish poetry, and which we begin 
to hear—if only so very faintly—at our actual period. 
Rhyme will cut the lengths of verse for you, and cut 
them fairly (perhaps exactly) even : and, what is more, it 
will create in the ear a craving which can only be satis¬ 
fied by making these lengths coincide to some extent in 
internal distribution, by providing a certain succession 
of duller beats which shall lead up to the final ring- 
beat of the rhyme itself. But here (as we see in Low 
Latin as well as in French, and in all the Latin languages 
more or less) the positive and irresistible power of 
rhyme ceases. It may be able to do more; but it is 
by no means certain that it will exert this additional 
faculty. 

Here, however, there was something in the old material, 
something antecedent to rhyme, which persevered, and 
which, uniting itself quite happily and harmoniously with 
the influence of rhyme itself, gave us what the French 
have lacked all through their literary history, and will 
perhaps never fully attain. This was—whether in changed 
or in unchanged form is a point on which doctors differ, 
but on which their difference docs not affect our views 
or arguments—that peculiarity in Anglo-Saxon prosody 
which interspersed the accented pivots, pillars, or whatever 
you like to call them, with varying numbers of unaccented 
syllables. This peculiarity in the old prosody and its revival 
in the new, its partial disappearance again and its fresh 
revival, not only in spite of mere disuse but of repeated, 
well-meant, even still continuing, attempts to suppress and 
extirpate it, show that the national ear, the national taste, 
the national desire and appetence must have attached 
some special sweetness and excellence to it. And in spite 
of the contrary principle prevailing in the chief literary 
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examples before the experimenting poets, it held its own 
for the time at any rate. 

But how did this new prosody execute its moulding 
and grouping ? In what form ? Under what laws ? It 
is here that the rub lies. 

One theory, which could not be introduced under better 
auspices than that of the author of the quotation partly 
given before, and more than once referred to, is this. The 
essence of the system of versification is, briefly, that every 
line shall have four, or five, or six, or seven (the number, 
as the supporters of this theory would cheerfully agree, 
makes no difference) accented or stressed syllables in it, 
the unaccented syllables being left “ in some measure, as 
it were, to take care of themselves.” l.,et us not for one 
moment put, or attempt to insinuate in any way the putting 
of, an unfair emphasis on these last words. "In some 
measure, as it were,” is a proviso of weight, and it is per¬ 
fectly well known to .students of the subject, that Dr. Guc.st 
invented one of the most elaborate systems in llie world, 
by which the occurrence and combination of the accented 
and unaccented syllables is subjected to a rigid mathe¬ 
matical calculus of variations. These, the ingenious author 
thought, might be tried m extenso by a painful poet, and 
the successful ones retained, the unsuccc.ssful ones elimi¬ 
nated. But, putting this aside, there is one thing which 
not only appears from the above-quoted statements, but 
obviously lies at the bottom of every statement of the 
accent-men, the beat-men, the strfess-men, or whatsoever 
name they prefer, and this is that they concentrate 
their attention on the accented or emphasised syllables. 
By these they count ; these are the important things, the 
front-fighters ; the rest are a mere nuntents^ less or more 
irregularly drilled. 

According to the other way of looking at things, the 
accented syllables, the “ long ” syllables as we prefer to 
call them, are only a constituent part, and not even, 
as will be shown presently, a necessary constituent part 
of a body, which in these chances and changes has arisen 
^ to be the real constitutive element, the real integer, in 
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English poetry—a body which we call, merely for convent* 
ence, uniformity, and readiness of intelligence, the “ foot,” 
being quite as ready to call it the “ hand ” if anybody 
prefers it.’^ These feet, we admit—nay, we voluntarily 
and vigorously assert—did not exist in Anglo-Saxon. But 
they existed notoriously in classical prosody, and they 
really exist in French, though the rigid syllabic quality of 
that language, its tendency to rhetorical emphasis instead 
of poetical measure, and its peculiar atony^ obscure them. 
Further, they are not merely observable, but, according to 
the demonstration just given, they cannot be missed, in the 
English poetry of the time which we have been surveying. 
They are present, as it were, “ confusedly ” and “ dis- 
persedly,” though in different degrees of confusion and 
dispersion, in Layamon and the earlier fragments ; they 
leap to the eye, in their wooden manner, like piano keys 
in Orm ; and in proportion to the accomplishment of the 
authors, they are visible more or less in every piece that 
has hitherto come under our notice. Further, in at least 
some, if not in most, of these pieces, they observe corre¬ 
spondences, and present values, which, though by no means 
the same in symphonic adjustment, are very close in 
internal arrangement to those of classical feet. To trans¬ 
pose to this subject Dr. Guest's remark upon rhyme, we 
may say that no language which, without confining itself 
to strict syllabic counting, adopts metrical arrangement, 
can avoid falling into them. And their main laws are as 
follows :— 

Every English verse which has disengaged itself from 
the versicle Is composed, and all verses that are dis¬ 
engaging themselves therefrom show a alsus towards 
being composed, of feet of one, two, or three syllables. 

* And having no insuperable objection even to ** isochronous intenrad,” 
though this, it is true, is subject to the remark of the irreverent undergraduate 
who had been reading Mill on Hamilton. lie had, he said, no objection 
to speak of a ** Permanent Possibility of Inamoration,” but he thought it 
simpler to call it a ** girl.” Only, these “isochronous intervals” must be 
charged with articulate or inarticulate sounds, or with silences corresponding 
thereto. 
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The foot of one syllable Is always lonff, stroniT* 
stressed, accented, what-not.^ 

The foot of two syllables usually consists of one 
Ions: and one short syllable, and thous:h it Is not 
essential that either should come first, the short pre¬ 
cedes rather more commonly. 

The foot of three syllables never has more than one 
Ions: syllable in it, and that syllable, save in the most 
exceptional rhythms, is always the first or the third. 
In modem poetry, by no means usually, but not seldom, 
it has no Ion? syllable at all. 

So much for the feet themselves; now for the system 
of their selection and juxtaposition. 

The foot of one syllable is practically not found 
except 

a. In the first place of a line. 

b. In the last place of it. 

c. At a strons: ccesura or break, it belns: almost 
invariably necessary that the voice should rest on it 
long: enoui:h to supply the missinj; companion to make 
up the equivalent of a *'time and a half*’ at least. 

d. In very exceptional cases where the same trick 
of the voice is used apart from strict cassura. 

The foot of two syllables, and that of three, may^ 
subject to the rules below, be found anywhere. 

But: 

These feet of two and three syllables may be very 
freely substituted for each other. 

There is a certain metrical and rhythmical norm of 
the line which must not be confused by too frequent 
substitutions. 

In no case, or in hardly any case, must such com • 

* Except, to speak paradoxically, when it is nothing at all. The pause- 
foot, the “equivalent of silence,” is by no means an impossible or unknown 
thing in English poetry, as we shall sec later. 
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binations be put tos^ether so that a juxtaposition of more 
than three short syllables results. 

And, similarly, the licence of monosyllabic be8:in- 
nin^rs, terminations, or pauses must be sparlnsfly used. 


The facts and documents already furnished will, or 
should, enable any tolerably attentive reader to judge for 
himself how far these principles are actually illustrated in 
the period at which we have arrived. I shall only say 
that I am prepared to apply them, with the cautions 
prefixed, to every passage. 

Let there be put in this place, as a final consideration 
or group of final considerations for men of understanding, 
no more than the following :— 

On the one side—in the theory of Guest ‘ as a daring 
and admirably supported extreme of consistent audacity, 
and in many shades of bargain and compromise, receding 
from it towards the centre from which zt/e diverge in the 
other direction—there is a system of English prosody, 
which in the extreme makes some of the best results of 
modern English poetry acts of high treason towards the 
theory of English poetry itself, and which in the less 
extreme varieties represents that poetry as having passed 
through stages antipathetic, if not directly contradictory, 
to each other in the most important points. These systems 
do not merely require the ordinary postulate of develop¬ 
ment ; they are not satisfied with the recognition and 
explanation of erroneous theory on the part of critics, 
and with the admittance of practice in accordance with 
these theories. They make the whole history of prosody 
for the last eight hundred years a thing not merely of 
shreds and patches, not merely of maxima and minima, 
but of disorder and chaos, of sixes and sevens. According 
to them, if you attempt (which hardly any one of them 

1 I am, of course, well aware that nobody, or hardly anybody, avows 
Guestianity now ; that it is, in fact, used by the beat-men as a convenient tub 
for the whale, a readily sacrificed child for the wolves. It is none the less 
the only systematic and (the a priori method lieing granted) satisfactory deal¬ 
ing with the facts on their side, or indeed on any, up to the present day, and 
as such may fairly be utilised. 
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except Guest’s own has attempted) to make a continuous 
history of the subject, you must grant that at one point of 
that history tw'o and two made four, and that at another 
two and two made five. They invoke science to their 
aid ; but they throughout violate that first principle which 
constitutes the charter of science—the permanence and 
inviolability of law. 

In the system which has been sketched, and which, 
the Fates and the Muses permitting, will be filled in here, 
there is nothing of this sort. It is natural, it is historical, 
it blinks nothing, conjectures nothing, aigucs nothing out 
because it is inconvenient ; judges by the fruit only, and 
rules no fruit bad because it does not adapt itself to pre¬ 
conceived theories about the tree. Kven in regard to the 
antecedent stage of English literature—the Anglo-Saxon 
period—it attempts no “ black mark.” It simply recog¬ 
nises what the purest linguist cannot deny, that at that 
time the constituents of English language were not fully 
mustered or incorporated, and draws the conclusion that it 
would be idle to suppose any similar muster and incorpora¬ 
tion of the principles of English prosody. From the time 
when the elements of the constituency \vcre fully present 
it is prepared to deal with everything, for the simple 
reason that it insists on adajiting itself to everything 
that exists — to everything, at least every good thing, 
that presents itself. It does not, like Guest, say that 
some of Shakespeare’s and Milton’s most beautiful things 
are contrary to principle, and that the most effective 
rhythms of Burns and of Coleridge “ have very little to 
recommend them.” It does not, like Atterbury, dismiss 
the best work before Mr. Waller as downright prose tagged 
with rhyme. It does not, like the rasher critics and 
poets of the Romantic outburst—like Mr. Arnold even, 
who was hardly a conscious Romantic—brand Dryden 
and Pope as classics of our prose. It does not, like some 
of the early and not so very early critics of Tennyson, 
consign his most exquisite harmonies to the uncovenanted 
mercies of “ Chinese poetry.” It does not, like respected 
^persons of to-day, rule out things as not Chaucer’s because 
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they disagree with its own inventions as to Chaucer’s 
prosody. Its motto is, “ Let every good thing come in. 
And if 1 cannot make a theory which will square with the 
goodness of all of them, you shall, with my free consent, 
call what 1 do make a bad theory.*' 

But while sufferance of the entrance of all good things 
is one great principle of this system, it is not in the least 
obliged to commit itself to a chaotic and libertine promis¬ 
cuity. On the contrary, it insists that certain principles 
of true English prosody manifest themselves, as we have 
tried to show, at the earliest time when any such mani¬ 
festation was possible, and that they persevere throughout 
the history—that while no other system adapts itself 
with such complaisance to the goodness of all good 
English poetry, none shows with greater force and finality 
the badness of such English poetry as is bad. To justify 
this boast must be the task of the rest of the book ; let 
it suffice here to have laid, and in so far as seemed decent 
to have defended, the laying of the foundations. 


Note {v. sup. p. 58).—Here are, side by side, stanzas of the two pieces, 
from MS. Egerton, 613 :— 


Of on that is so fayr .tnd bright. 

Velud marts stelia. 

Brighter than the dayis light, 
Parens et puella. 

Ic crie to the thou se to me, 
Levedy, preye thi sone for me. 
Tam pia. 

That ic mote come to the. 
Maria / 


Somer is comen and winter gon. 
This day beginniz to longe, 
And this foules evcrichon, 

Jove hem wit songe ; 

So strongc kare me bint. 

A 1 wit joye that is funde 
In londe, 

A 1 for a child 
That is so milde 
Of honde. 


Not far from Atisan and Tristretn^ these ! We shall have further oppor¬ 
tunities of noticing the effects of such scraps of foreign tongues. 
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CHATTER I 

THE METRICAL ROMis flCES 

Scale and matter of the period—The t^eneral prosodic phenomena 
of metrical Romance—The Auchinleck MS. - The octosyllabic- 
couplet poems—Those in “Romance stanza”—Origin and 
character of this—Other stanzas ; S/r Tristrem —Others-- 
Lybius Disconus^ etc. 

AccORDiNtJ to the older suppo.sitions Chaucer was born Scale and 
not long after the end of the first quarter of the fourteenth 
century ; according to the newer and now accepted one, 
at the close of its fourth decade. Hut little of his work, 
and none of the most characteristic part of it, is assigned 
by any one to a period much before the last quarter, or 
at all before the last third. The earliest form of his 
great contemporary and opposite Langland’s work is not 
put before the seventh decade, and Gower’s English verse 
of importance must be still later. Practically, therefore, 
before we come to these great .substantive figures we 
have, from our last date 1298, a full lifetime of 
threescore and ten years, in which English verse was 
exercising itself, so as to be ready for them when they 
appeared. This period gives us hardly any workers even 
known by name, and perhaps not one of individual 
character, except Richard Rolle of Hampole. But it 
gives us an immense quantity of work of the most 
various kinds, now fully available for study. And to this 
we must turn. 

It is curiously double in character. On the one hand 
we have, in the great bulk of romance during the first 
quarter of the century, in the almost perfectly formed 
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lyrics of MS. Harl. 2253, and in the Cursor Mumiz\ the 
completion of that assimilation of as much French and 
Latin prosody with the older elements as English 
would stand, and that production of a new blend—not 
a mere mechanical mixture but a genuine new kind— 
the steps of which have been traced in the foregoing 
Book. On the other, we have the singular and most 
interesting reactionary phenomenon of the resurrection of 
alliterative prosody. 

The metrical romances present by far the largest 
section in point of bulk, and (though hardly in any 
individual instance) in general substance and class the 
most interesting part, of earlier fourteenth-century verse- 
literature. How rapidly they grew is, as even cursory 
students of the subject know, well shown by the presence 
of a very large number of them in one particular collec¬ 
tion, the Auchinleck MS., which belongs to the first half 
of the century.' The Middle Ages were indeed distin¬ 
guished by this rapid dissemination and abundant pro¬ 
duction of certain works in classes ; but the production at 
least was, no doubt, facilitated by the fact that in this 
branch of literature (nor in this only) the English forms 
were in some cases demonstrably, in nearly all probably, 
adaptations, though sometimes pretty free adaptations, of 
French. This fact has its special importance for us in 
the other fact that the great popularity of the iambic 
dimeter in France reflected itself on our own production. 
But at the same time it shows that the English copying 
w'as not slavish. For instance, the prosodic classification 
of some of the best known and most interesting Auchinleck 
romances is as follows:— 

Octosyllabic or lambic Dimeter couplet: Sir Degork^ 
King A/isaunder, The Seven Sages, Arthur ami Merlin, 
Richard Coeur de Lion, Florice and Blanchefiour, Guy of 

‘ It is to be regretted that this MS., which exists in the Library of 
tlic Faculty of Advocates at Edinburgh, has never been printed exactly as a 
whole. For prosodic, as for other literary purposes, repi^uctions of single 
MSS. are much more valuable than so>called “critical editions,” whidi are 
in most cases “faked” according to this or that theory, and in all 
represent a blend of no ancient or certain authority. 
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Warwick (part), Bevis of Hampton^ Otuely Lay U Frain^ 

Sir Orpheo. 

“ Romance stanza ” of six lines, sometimes amplified 
on the same rhymes aabaab to twelve or more: Tkt 
King of Tars, Owain Miles, Amis and Antiloun, Guy of 
Wanvick (part), Roland and Vemagn, Horn Child and 
Maiden Rimnild. 

Other stanzas to be specified presently: Sir Tristrem. 

In the octosyllabic group we find, as we should The octo- 
expect, nothing quite so rough as Havelok or so osten- ^upiet poems, 
tatiously brachycatalectic as Horn ; but, as wc should 
expect likewise, we find considerable variation, not only in 
individual accomplishment but in tendency cither to the 
nearly French form of The Owl and tlw Nightingale, or 
to the specially English form of Genesis and Exodus. 

This latter is particularly noticeable in the interesting 
group of romances which, from this and other character¬ 
istics, but perhaps on somewhat insufficient grounds, have 
been thought to be by one author— Alexander, Arthur and 
Merlin, Richard Caeur de Lion, The Seven Sages. And of 
these, by accident or not, it is most noticeable in a poem 
specially English, not merely in subject but in tone and 
temper, in Richard Cceur de Lion —where there are passages 
which read as if they had come from the hands of Scott 
or of Coleridge. No new licences are admitted. In¬ 
deed, as we showed, the previous century had practically 
exhausted possibilities in this kind. But the practice is 
extended somewhat, and regularised still more, till it 
ranges through varieties of the norm which may be 
sampled below.' 

* In two hundred lines of The Seven Sages, Percy S«>c. version, 11 . i8oo* 

2000, there occur these:— 

He I and hys | brother j 
(brachycatalectic with monosyllabic first foot). 

Is lyf 1 and on 1 wilk wysc | 

(brachycatalectic simply). 

The emporour toke with thaym a man anon 

(either five foot, or normal with very free trisyllabic substitudon). 

For a continuous example the following may serve:— 
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Those in 
"' Romance 
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Origin 


and character 
of this. 


We have seen so much less of the six-line romance 
stanza 886886, aabaab^ that rather more may be said of 
it The original selection, adoption, or construction of it, 
whichever term be preferred, is interesting from several 
points of view. It is probably not unphilosophical to see 
in it something of a compromise, in respect of preference 
of the base-line of eight or six. It would be more 
interesting still if we had facts sufficiently dated to 
be sure whether it or the apparently simpler ballad stanza 
of 8686, nbab^ is the older.‘ “ Apparently simple ” only, 
for the origin of neither is so clearly likely to have 
preceded the other as it may seem, to one who only 
looks at the prima facie complexity of the two. Instead 
of rhyming the versicles of the long line (whence the 
couplet itself comes), rhyme the first and second versicles 
of two long lines, and you have the ballad metre at once, 
when it is remembered that there is a tendency from the 
very first to shorten this second vcrsicle. But, on the 
other hand, take the continuous couplet, feel a sense of 
monotony in it, and add a shorter line nnr/ij/med, and you 
have just one of those processes which we see going on 


The kyiijges dough | ter lay in | her bower, 

With I her inay|denys of | honour ; 

Marjgcry | her nnni|e hyght; 

Sche lolvycl Ky| chard with alle | her myght. 

At the I midday, | before | the noon, 

To the prilsoner | sche wenlte soon. 

And I with herje mayd|encs three. 

" Jayler,” | she sayd|e, ‘‘let | me see 
Thy prijsoners ( now hasjtyly !" 
blithejly he Staydlc, “ Syk|yrly ! " 

Forth he | fetle Rych|ard a|non ryght. 

Fair he | grette [ that la|dy Inyght, 

And say|dc to her | with her|te ft'ce, 

“ What is I thy wiljle, Laldy, with me?" 

Whenne | srhe saw | him with ey|cn twoo, 

Her lojve srhe cost | upon | hym tho. 

And sayd, j ‘ ‘ Rychard, | save (Jod ( above. 

Of all|e thyng | moste 1 | thee love 1" 

Metrical Romances of the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth 
Centuries, ed. Weber, ir.dinburgh, 1810, vol. ii.; Richard 
Ceeur de Lion, p. 37, 11 . 879-896. 


[In mure cases il is possible, and even probable, that the scansion was by 
a monosyllabic foot at first and a trisyllabic to follow—“What | is thy 
wille,” etc.] 

* “Older” in English^ I mean. See next note and Appendix on 
* Metres.” 
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abundantly in the Layamon ‘*heap.” Then, instead of 
leaving the inserted lines in the air, rhyme them on the 
couplet principle, and the thing is done. Its advantages 
are seen in our very earliest example, which in perfection 
is probably Hendyngy and the added and more artful 
music is exactly what would be likely to attract the 
hearers of recited poetry, as all the romances no doubt 
originally were. It is, moreover, sufficiently easy of com¬ 
position, and it lends itself without the slightest difficulty to 
the needs of the improvisatore or the reciter from memory.' 

On the other hand, it has drawbacks of its own, which, 
even without nearly a century of practice by good writers 
and bad, were sure to strike such a wit as that of its 
parodist Chaucer. It is not so merely monotonous as 
the octosyllabic couplet, but it has its own disease of 
sing-song and jog-trot. It requires very skilful manage¬ 
ment to make it a good vehicle for narrative, and 
(especially when expanded into twelves and eighteens, as 
is common) it can be appallingly heavy. Hut it seems (as 
indeed the selection of it for Sir T/iopas would once 
more prove) to have been very popular; and it is in a 
certain, though only in a certain, fashion a prosodic 
advance. It is .so even upon its simplest terms, its mere 
schedule and scheme ; but it is much more so if the 
poet attempts to get, and succeeds in getting, the various 
and adjusted cadence of the different lines, which is 
possible if he combines his rhymes well, and avoids these 
worst dangers of the mediaevatl singer—stuffing and 
padding, surplusage and verbiage, merely to get rhyme 
and to fill in stanza. It is sometimes really, and even 
very, effective.^ 

* Of course the construction of these, as of more complicated forms, 
was greatly aided by, or—if any one prefers it —largely due to, I.atin and 
French examples, to the versus eaudatusy the rime coute in this case. 
But one of the most important things which have emerged to me in this 
enquiry is that all the greater metrical forms are at least ]>artly the result of 
spontaneous effort at something new, not mere “dumped” foreign produce. 
As it is with the forms of story told, so it is with the forms of the verse 
that tells them; they are not stolen ready-made, they grow. To please 
some persons of worship, however, I shall endeavour to give more atten* 
tion to this subject in the appendices of the present volume. 

* Compare it in Hendyttg (perhaps c. 1270), in a good middle example 
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jr stanzas: Still more dwelling is necessary on the more elaborate 

Trtstrem. forms. What majf be their oldest example/ Sir 

Trisirem, is already written with some exactness on a 
very complicated model. The staple, as in is the 

six-syllable line, with the iambic rhythm much more 
clearly expressed and closely observed. There is a little 
trisyllabic equivalence, and the usual “canting over” of 
iambic into trochaic, or erection of the first syllable of 
iambic into a foot, occurs now and then. But as a rule 
the lines arc exact enough to their norm. 

Instead, however, of their being arranged in simple 
couplets, each rhyming but not intruding or extending 
its rhyme on anything else, an elaborate and uniform 
stanza appears. There are eleven lines in each, and the 
rhymes of these are arranged in an invariable order, 
abahababcbc. 

But there is something else to notice. In all our couplet 
metres, except that of The Owl and the Nightingale^ we 


Guy of H'arwtf/; (Auch. MS., perhaps 1340), and in Str Thopas (1390- 
1400):— 

<z. Mon I that wol | of wysjdam heren, 

At wy|se Hen|dynB he may ler[n]en, 

That wes | Marcol | ues sonr ; 

(7o|de thonk|es & mon|ie thcwes 
For I to tejclie fe|le shreues, 

For that | wes ev|er his wone. 

b. Them|perour ros | amor | we y-wis, 

And at | thi chir|che he herd | his messe, 

In the first 1 tide of | the day— 

And in |to his hallje be | gan gon 
And afjter the stewjard he axk'd anon, 

And the pil|grini without jen delay. 

c. Lisjteth, lorjdes, in good | entent, 

And I I wol tell I e verrayment 

Of mirth jc and of | solas; 

Al of a knight | was fair | and gent 
In bat'.nllc and | in lourneyment, 

His namje was Sir | Thopas. 

For Chaucer’s tconomy in equivalence and yet his use of it v. inf 
^ This debate is out of our line. If our Sir T. was the poem which 
Thomas of Erceldoune very proljably wrote, it must be anterior, and perha^K 
a good deal anterior, to 1300. But few people now think that it is; and both 
the complication and the exactness of the form are against it. But it must be 
earlier, and may be a good deal earlier, than 1350, from its occurring in the 
Auch. MS. 
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have seen that great occasional liberties were taken with 
the length of lines, the four-foot not unfrequently shrink¬ 
ing to three, and the three- to two, with half-way houses 
in each case. But these drops have hitherto been con¬ 
structed on no system. Here' the ninth line—that of the 
first c rhyme—consists, and consists uniformly and regu¬ 
larly, of only a single foot of only two syllables (three 
with the final e as usual). 

And here we have, possibly for the first lime, except, as 
has been said, in the eight, eight, six, eight, eight, six of the 
Proverbs of Hendyng^ our first regular stanza. The effect 
is not very good ; the short lines, as has been said, do not 
suit English as a staple ; the rhymes come with excc.ssivc 
frequency ; and the stamp and twirl of the final triplet, 
though an added grace, is a grace of a somewhat boarding- 
school fashion. Such as it is, however, we see it, and we 
know whence it comes. It comes from the elaborate 
stanza fashions of Northern and Southern France (it is 
not ours to attempt to settle whether the former were 
derived from the latter or not), and its object, conscious or 
unconscious, is twofold. The poet on the one hand de¬ 
sires to put himself under even stricter tutelage and super¬ 
vision—to get farther from equivalence and syllabic variety 
than Nicholas of Guildford had done ; and he desires— 
not quite according to knowledge perhaps—to get more 
of the new musical accompaniment of rhyme. The “ bob,” 
or short-line pivot, became extremely popular, especially 
in mixed metrical and alliterative verse. 

It is, indeed, a commonplace that stanzas arc not as 
a rule extremely satisfactory vehicles for narrative ; but 

I The king j had a douh|ter <lerc, 

That mail den Y) sonde hight, 

’ That gle | was lef | to here 

And rojmaun(ce to rede j aright. 

Sir Tramjtris hir ( gan lere, 

Tho, I with al ( his might. 

What al|le poin|tes were 
To se I the sothe | in sight. 

To say. 

In Yr|lond nas j no knight. 

With Yfsonde j durst play. 

Sir Tristrem^ S.T.S., ed. M‘Neill, II. 1255-63. 
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they occupy a most important place in the general esxr- 
citation of our poetry in regular and complicated measures, 
and they are most interestingly connected, not merely with 
this, which is possibly their earliest extant example, but 
with three groups of poetry not inferior in interest to 
them.selves—the lyrics already more than once referred to; 
the extremely curious batch of alliterated romances, etc., 
which find themselves unable to rely on alliteration only, 
and take, in various measures, rhyme- and stanza-arrange¬ 
ment for corroboratives ; and lastly, the systematic verse- 
forms of the early drama. All these will be treated later. 

Moreover, they themselves, amid their various minor 
resemblances, differences, and consequent classifications, 
exhibit two principles of grouping which are by no means 
to be passed with slight attention. Some of them affect 
the “ bob ” form which wc have seen in Sir Tristrem^ and 
which is almost universal in the alliterative stanza class. 
Some, on the contrary, and most of those which are not 
alliterated, adopt a more uniform arrangement through¬ 
out—such as the distribution by threes of roughly equal 
length and identical rhyme with a fourth differing in both 
respects,^ which is the natural carrying out of the common 
romance stanza just noticed, while that stanza itself is some¬ 
times varied, as, for instance, into 888484, aaabab. 

The stanza of Lybius Disconus has marks of earliness 

’ ITardely, | with'Outjen delay, 

'I'iiu sex I to horn | base ta|kyn up|pc Kay, 

And thenjne Sir Bawjdcwin | con say, 

“ Willc 1 ye ajiiy more?” 

The tothcr | unsquar|uUe him | ther tille, 

Sayd, “Thou | may weynd I quere | thou wille, 

For thou I base done | us noghte | but skille, 

Gif we I be wowun | dut sore.” 

He brayd { aure to | the king, 

With-owt|un any | letting. 

He asshed | if he | had herd | any | tithing 
In thayr|e holjtus hore? 

The knyght|e stedit | and stode, ^ 

Sayd, “ Sir, | as I come | thro yonjdur wode, 

I herd | ne se | butte gode, 

Quere I | schuld fur | the fare.” 

Avowyn^ of King Arthur^ ed. Robson, 
p. 78, stanza xlii. 

The Blackbume MS., from which Robson's Three Romances are taken, 
gives a very rough, but all the more useful, text. 
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in its composition—twelve sixes rhymed like the eight- 
and-six twelve-lined romance stanza, aabaabaabaab} It 
might indeed be regarded as a mere variation of the latter, 
made by some experimenter of more restlessness than 
genius ; but there is at least equal, if not greater, probability 
in the conjecture that it is an attempt to do for the hcxa- 
syllable, while it still maintained something of a fight for 
primacy, what was being done for the more prevailing line. 
This stanza is not, for a short space, entirely devoid of 
attraction ; but it soon becomes tedious, while the overdose 
of rhyme, in proportion to the syllables, also makes itself 
speedily felt. The lines arc fairly regular in length, but 
adopt the usual licences to some extent. In two of the 
so-called Thornton Romances (later in transcription but not 
probably so in writing), as in the Avowing of Arthur^ we 
find a sixteen-lined stanza displaying the above glanced-at 
arrangement, in quatrains consisting of a mono-rhymed 
triplet and a fourth line, rhymed differently but continu¬ 
ously throughout the stanza. The length of the com¬ 
ponents of the triplet varies in a fashion suggesting no 
great skill on the part of the authors. In Sir Percevale 
it is generally octosyllabic, with considerable waverings 
and shrinkages ; in Sir Degravant generally hcxasyllabic, 
with considerable bulgings ; in the Avowing almost frankly 
chaotic. But the odd lines 4, 8, 12, and 16 are always 
pretty exactly sixes.^ 

* Tyll hyt | fell on | a day 
He metjte Elene that may, 

Wythinlne the rasltell toar : 

To hyia | sche gan j to say, 

Syr knyght, j thou art fals [ of fay 
Ayens | the kynpj [ ATt<iur. 

For love j of a | woman 
That of I sorce|ry kan. 

Thou doost j greet dys] honour. 

The la|dy of Synjadowne 
' Lang I lyght yn j prisoun. 

And that | ys greet | dolour. 

Lyd. Disc. ed. Ritson, Metrical Romances^ 
London, 1802, ii. 61, 11 . l 43 S-* 446 * 

8 The child|e hadde wonjnede in | the wodde. 

He I knewe nofther evyl|le ne gude. 

The kynge | hymself|e unlderstodc 
He wa.s | a wildje manne ; 


VOL. I 
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On the whole, the interest of these metrical romances, 
very great as it is from the general literary point of view, 
is considerably less from the prosodic. They carry on 
for us indeed, and enforce in the most unmistakable manner, 
with an imposing bulk of matter, and with sufficient variety 
of detail, the general demonstration of the last Book. We 
see in them, beyond all possibility of reasonable miscon¬ 
struction, that English verse has definitely taken its “ ply ” 
in the direction of regular metrical arrangement and 
rhythm, constituted, as far as the two main influences go, by 
rhyme, and by the employment of definite but variable 
and exchangeable metrical units which may be called 
“ feet ” or anything else. We .see the forms constructed 
on these principles multiplying, but always illustrating the 
general system in their multiplication. We owe to them 


So faire | he spak | ke hym | withalle, 
lie lyghjtes doujne in | the haulle, 

Boiulc j his mere | amonge | tliame alle. 

And to I the borjde wanne ! 

Bot j are he | myght e j bygynne 
To I the niejtc for | to Wynne, 

So comes | the re|de knyghtje inne 

Emanjgez thamc | righte thanne, 

Pre kande on | a refdc stede. 

Bio dc rejdc was | his wede, 

lie majde tha|me gamjene fullc gnede, 

With craft I es that | he canne. 

Sir PerceT>ale^ Thornton Romances (Camden 
Soc., 1844), pp. 23, 24, 11 . 593-608. 

The knyth | hoves in | the feld 
Bothe weth | ax and | with sheld ; 

The eorl | us dough | dere beheld 

That I Imrlich | and bolde— 
fibr he | was arlined so dene. 

With gold I azoure | fulle schene, 

And with | his trewe | loves betweene. 

Was J joy to ( behold. 

She f was | com | lech f y-clade, 

T[w]o rychje banrett|es hur lade, 

Alle the | beaut[^] | sche hade 
That I freely | to folde; 

Wyth love | she wcnjdus the knyght. 

In hert | trewly j he hyeght. 

That he | shalle love | that sweet W3rght, 

Acheve | how | hit wold. 

Sir Degravanty Thornton Romances, 
p. 196, stanza xxix. 11. 449-464. 
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unquestionably, in virtue of their bulk, their number, and 
their extreme popularity, a great debt for helping to estab¬ 
lish the new true blended system. But their importance, 
from any but this point of view, is a little injured by the 
fact that they almost invariably have direct French originals, 
and still more by the fact that, with the exception of the 
guessed-at author of the group above referred to, and per¬ 
haps one or two more, nobody of very remarkable talent 
seems to have been concerned in their production, while 
even this poet can hardly, without very lavish use of 
words, be called a genius. They arc ‘-till, so to speak, in 
statu pupillari ; but they are passing through a good 
curriculum, and their practice of it establishes that cur¬ 
riculum further. 
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ALLITERATIVE ROMANCE AND THE ALLITERATIVE 
REVIVAL GENERALLY 

The reappearance of alliterative measure—Its character; interim 
comparison of Layamon and Langland—The wholly unrhymed 
poems : William of Palerne^ etc.—Character and influence of 
their versification—The poems with rhyme and stanza— Gawain 
and the Green Knight —The Awntyrs of Arthur —The Pistyl 
of Susan—The Pearl —Merits and dangers of the blend— 
Character of the reaction generally. 

Metrical romance is, as we have seen, pretty plain sail¬ 
ing, and merely continues the lessons of the previous 
Book. With the other or alliterative division, as with the 
whole body of alliterative verse-work to which it belongs, 
the case is decidedly different. In the first place there is 
the unsolved and probably insoluble problem of its his¬ 
tory and genesis. Those fortunate and patriotic persons 
who can afford to see nothing but accentual rhythm, with 
a little rhyme added, in the verse of the twelfth and thir¬ 
teenth centuries—who serve it straight as heir to Anglo- 
Saxon prosody—may have no difficulty here; to those 
who accept the facts, the difficulty, though likewise to be 
accepted, must seem very considerable. For a century, 
beyond all doubt and by distinct evidence, the set of the 
tide has been towards the disuse of alliteration,.at least as in 
any sense a constituent of measure, towards the cultivation 
of distinctively metrical rhythm, and towards the constitu¬ 
tion of this by the increasingly constant use of rhyme, and 
of metrically varied but harmonised time-units or feet 
Nor does this tendency by any means disappear; on the 
contrary, as we have seen at the beginning of this Book 
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and shall see again in the latter part of it, the chief stream 
shows not the slightest alteration of direction, character, 
depth, or volume. In main channel it flows with ever 
more decided direction of current, in greater volume, 
rapidity, and force of flood. But now there arises a 
singular eddy or backwater, which continues in evidence 
for a whole century most strikingly, for two centuries more 
or less. What obstacle, what new confluent determined 
its first appearance, we really do not know in the very 
least. The one certain fact in conrection with the matter 
is that this revived alliterative prosuJ}, whether pure or 
blended—as in many if not most cases it is with metre 
and rhyme—is distinctly more noticeable in the North- 
Midland and Northern parts of the country, including 
Scotland, than in the Southern. Even so we have little 
or no evidence of it before the second quarter of the 
fourteenth century. The undoubtedly Northern Cursor 
Mundi does not show it at all; and a not impossible 
guess has been ventured that it may have had some¬ 
thing to do with the great intellectual and religious stir 
effected about that time by the Yorkshire hermit, Richard 
Rolle of Hampole.* 

However this may be, the actual phenomena of the its character- 
phenomenon are sufficiently interesting ; and we shall find of"*' 
as we examine them that, like those others which we have Layamon and 
already examined, they work together for good in them- 
selves, they work together for right as far as we are con¬ 
cerned. The first and most notable thing is that the old 
versicular arrangement, at a great distance from anything 
that seems to us poetical rhythm, makes no attempt at 
reappearance. Even Langland himself, the greatest 
genius in personal qualifications, and the greatest rebel 
to such characteristics of the newer prosody as rhyme, 
achieves, and apparently aims at, no such reaction as this. 

* It has been suggested to me that, in my own terms, the “ mass” was in 
parts “ unthumbed ” {v. sup. p. 79), and that these arc specimens of it. 

The suggestion is ingenious and &ir. But there is the broad fact that tuAody 
has yet produced an English poem of the slightest importame, in alliterative 
measure, dating even probably between 1210 and 134 <)< And hypotheses non 
Jingo: especially de non existentibus. 
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He probably was born not very far from the district where 
Layamon had lived and written a hundred and fifty years 
before, and a comparison of the two is full of invaluable 
teachings. Langland never admits—he was no doubt 
definitely aware of, and on his guard against—the lapses 
into rhymed couplet which are so frequent and so instructive 
in his predecessor. But he never gets—he never, we can 
hardly doubt, attempted to get—anywhere so near to the 
original rhythm of Caedmon and (if there was such a 
person) Cynewulf; it is much if he sometimes reminds us 
of the rhythmed prose of i^ilfric. And as we shall see 
when we come to examine his work directly, he betrays 
compromises and condescendences of his own which are 
equally valuable. But he lies for the moment some way 
in front of us, and we have first to deal with the allitera¬ 
tive romances and the alliterative religious pieces, some of 
which pretty certainly, and most of which in all probability, 
came before his very earliest work. 

To appreciate this earlier crop we must take together 
romances and some non-romance poems: William of 
Palemey Gawain and the Green KnighU the Awntyrs of 
Arthury but also the three remarkable poems, called 
Patience, Cleanness, and The Pearl, that accompany Gawain 
in its MS., and the Pistyl of Susan. 

Of these only William of Palerne, Patience, and Clean^ 
ness dispense with rhyme altogether. There is no reason 
to suppose a common authorship of these pieces, but their 
versification is extremely similar. In none of the three is 
there any rhyme—final, internal, or alternative, and though 
not invariably, yet generally, the old rule of two alliterative 
syllables in the first half of the line and one in the second 
is kept as the distinguishing prosodic mark. On the other 
hand, the lines are kept fairly of a length, with very strong 
middle pause ; though the second half is, as a rule, shorter 
than the first, it is not as much so as had been common 
of old.^ What is more remarkable still, and indeed most 
remarkable of all, is that each of the lines falls, as a rule, 

^ I speak with the limitations acknowledged elsewhere; bat after repeated 
samplings, everywhere in A.S., of the most normal lines. 
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roughly into the rhythm of a four-footed anapaestic metre, 
and, not only this, but each hai/Alne, somewhat more 
roughly but still discernibly, into that of a two-footed 
anapaestic, the first half inclining to the prominence of a 
redundant final syllable, the second to the absence of that 
syllable, but in both cases with abundant exceptions.* 
The poets, moreover, though they never fail to preserve 
the rough anapaestic lilt, avail themselves very freely of 
what we have called the “ patter ” licence, which had dis¬ 
appeared from metrical verse. You must sometimes— 
the rhythm will force you, if you hu'v an ear, to do so— 
tun four syllables into a foot, besides allowing “ catches ” 
or anacruses at the beginning and extrametrical syllables 
at the end.® 

Rough, however, and licentious as this verse may 
seem, it has its own laws, it obeys them, and, like all 
measures, mice, and men in such conditions, it is respect¬ 
able and satisfactory. It is the matrix, some may say, of 

* A third difference, for the tendency of An^rlo-Saxon rhythm, where there 
is siny, is trochaic predomiuantly. 

2 This is, perhaps, a j;ood place to say that, according to my view, no 
extrametrical syllables can be allowed except at the end or (and here rather 
doubtfully) the middle. Any scheme which recognises these escapements else¬ 
where is self-condemned. I subjoin a passage from William of Paleme and 
two from Cleanness :— 

Hit bi-fel in that forest • there fast by-side, 

ITier woned a wcl old chetl • that was a couherde, 

That fcle winterres in that forest • fayre had kepud 
Mennes ken of the cuntre • as a conien herde ; 

And thus it bitide that time • ai^teilen uure tiokes, 

This cowherd comes on a time • to kepen is lx:stcs 
Fast by-side the borwz • there the barn was inne. 

The herd bad with him r.n hound • his hert to light, 

Porto Ixiyte on his bestes • wanne thai to brode wont. 

The herd sat than with hound • aghenu the hotc sunne, 

Nought fully a furlong • fro that fayre child, 

• Clougtand kyndely his schon • as to here craft fallcs. 

That while was the werwolf • went a-lxjule his praye, 

What behoued to the barn • to bring as he might. 

K.E.T.S., W. o/Pakme, p. 6; 

Morris and Skeat, ii. 138-139. 

*' Wende, worthelych wyght • vus wonez to scche, 

Dryf ouer this dymme water - if thou druye fyndez, 

Bryng bodworde to hot • blysse to vus alle ; 

Thaz that fowle be false • fre be thou euer." 

Ho wyrlez out on the weder • on wyngez ful scharpe, 

Dreghly alle alonge day • that dorst neuer lyght, 


Character and 
influence* of 
their vorsi- 
ficiition. 
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much future tumbling ” doggerel, but it is also the matrix 
of the great anapaestic tetrameter or dimeter which has 
given English poetry, from the seventeenth century to the' 
present day, so much of its most stirring and effective work; 
and it has had other worthy developments. It possesses a 
pleasant “ derry down " movement for narrative, and it is 
capable, as the author of CUanmss shows in the great exalta¬ 
tion of honest physical love, quoted below, of rhetorical 
adaptations to which it is hardly ridiculous to apply the 
term magnificent. Yet to all fairly attentive and fairly 
ingenuous observers it must be obvious that it still owes a 
great deal to the rival which it would seem to be trying to 
supplant, in equality of total measurement, in correspond¬ 
ence of |>arts, and, above all, in rhythm. In it first do we 
clearly see that substitution of anapaestic for trochaic 
movement which has been referred to, and which testifies 
to some remarkable change either in the mechanism of 
the national language or (which is indeed the same thing 
from another point of view) in the receptivity of the 
national ear. 

Great, however, as are the confessions and compromises 
even in this most “ stalwart ” form of the reaction, those 


And when ho fyndez no folde • her fote on to pyche, 

Ho vmlic-kcstcz the custe • and the ky.st sechez, 

Ho hittez on the euentyde • and on the ark bittez ; 

Noe nyinnics hir anon * and naytly hir stauez. 

Clean?ieis, ed. Morris, p. 50, II. 471-80; Morris 
and Skeot, ii. p. 159. 

I compast hem a kynde craftc and kende hit hem derne, 

And amed hit in niyii ordcnaunce -^ddely dere ; 

And dyght drwry therinne, doole alther-svi'ettest, 

And the play of paramores I portrayed my sclven ; 

And made thcr-to a m.-'.ner myriest of other, 

When two true tugedcr had tyghed hem-selven, 

Bytwene a male and his make such mortbe .schulde come, 

Wei nygh pure paradise mogbt preve no better. 

Elies thay moght honestly ayther other welde, 

At a stylle stollen steven, unstered wyth syght, 

Luf-lowe hem bytwene lasched so hote. 

That alle the mcschefe:: on mold mought it not sleke. 

Cleanness, ed. Morris, p. 57, U, 697-708. 

I venture to think Dr. Morris's punctuation and side-notes slightly mistaken 
in assigning the last lines to what follows, not what precedes. They are 
evidently based on Canticles viiL 6, 7, and relate to honest love. 
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of the other four are greater still. Taking the four poems 
(two romances and two religious pieces) which have been 
named we find the following results. 

The best and most attractive of all from the literary Gattain and 
point of view—the most original as far as is yet known 
of all English romances —Gawain and the Green Knight^ 
shows us at once one of those extremely interesting blends 
or coalescences in which the secret of the whole matter lies, 
and the ignoring of which by students has been at the root 
of the failure hitherto to take a catholic view of English 
prosody. The greater part of it ^-ovisists of lines not 
distinguishable from those just considered in the three 
earlier cases. Hut, instead of being ranged continuously, 
these lines arc separated, at intervals of no regular length, 
by the “ bob and wheel ” arrangement before referred to, 
the bob being of two syllables, and the wheel an irregular 
but unmistakable ballad-quatrain of 8G86, or a quatrain of ’ 

sixes rhymed alternately. Moreover, the bob rhymes with 
the second and fourth line of the quatrain. It should 
perhaps be said that alliteration appears in the wheel as 
well as in the laisses or batches of the main verse, but 
rather less regularly.' 

^ Gaivatn has been hosfiifaftly rereived at a (ad It. I Us host's wi/f tempts 
him. 

Theiuie ho gef hyni KO(l-day and wyth a Kl«nl la^herl, 

And a:* hu stod, ho stonyed hyiii with ful stor wordes, 

" Now he that sjxrdes uche spech, this, disfwrt yelde, 

Dot that ye Ijc Cjawayn, hit gotz<in inyiuJe." 

■ ‘ tjuer-fore ! ” <|wod tiie freke, and froschly he uskes 
Ferde lest he bade faylod m fournic nf his castes. 

Dot the burdc hym blessed, and bi this skyl sayrlt:, 

•' So god as t.iawayn gaynly is haldon, 

And cortaysye is clo-scd so dene in hyniselven, 

Couth not lyghtly haf lenged .so long wyth a lady, 

• Dot he had craved a cossc, la his courtaysye, 

Bi sum towch of summe tryfle, at sum talez endc." 

Then quod Wowen, “I wyssc, worthc .xs yow lykez,” 

1 shall kysse at your comaundenient, a.s a knyglit fallez. 

And fere [?] lest he displez yow, so plede hit no more." 

Ho comes iierre with that, and cachez hym in armez, 

Loutez luflych adoun, and the leude kys.scz ; 

Thay comly bykennen to Kryst .aythcr other ; 

Ho dos hir forth at the dore, withouten dyn more. 

And be ryches hym to ryse, and rapes hym sone, 

Clepes to his chamberlayn, choses his wedc 
Bozez forth, quen be watz boun, blythely to mas.se, 
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In the Awntyrs of Arthur^ the Pisiyl of Susan^ and 
The Pearly however, we find that the poets are not satisfied 
with even this compromise. They adopt, and indeed 
exaggerate, alliteration ; and their staple line, though still 
more “ uniformed,” is still that of the unrhymed pieces; 
but they call to their aid a regular stanza with a fixed 
number of lines not less regularly arranged in rhyme. 
The Awntyrsy as the stanza quoted below will show at 
once, must have given the poet a great deal of trouble to 
write; for he has to work out a stanza as complicated as 
the most complicated in the mere metre-poets, and he has 
the burden of alliteration as well. Eight lines of the 
formation just discussed, but very close to one another in 
syllable-length, and sometimes settling to an almost 
accomplished Alexandrine, are rhymed abaabb with scrupu¬ 
lous care, and followed by a ninth with a fresh rhyme-sound 
c. There is no “ bob,” but the wheel (usually 6664, and 
rhymed sometimes bhbe^ but always in triplet and single) 
follows duly, the whole making a thirteen-lined stanza 
extremely curious and interesting to compare with the 
seeming chaos of a not so much earlier time.' 


And thenne he meved to his mete, that menskly him keped, 

And made rayrry al day til the mone rysed, 

With game; 

With [?] never freke fayrer fonge, 

IMtwene two so dyngne dame 
The alder and the yonge. 

Much solace set thay same. 

and G. A'., ed Morris, p. 4t, 11 . r290<i3t8. 

The final quatrain, it may be observed, hovers round its norm (whether 
this be 8686 or 6666) in a very interesting and Layamonian manner. Often 
enough to look as if it were meant, there is alternation of masculine and femi¬ 
nine rhyme, and sometimes, as in the wonder” .and “ blunder'* of the very 
first /aisse, the feminine rhyme is a real “double.” 

* Ill the tyme of Arther thys antiir be-tydde, 

Be-syde the Tamewatheian, as the boke tellus ; 

That he to Karlylle was comun, that conqueroiir kydde, 

Wythe dukys, and with dosiperus, that with the deure dwellus, 

For to hunte atte the herd, that lung base bynne hydde ; 

Tyl on a d-ay thay horn dyght into the depe dellus, 

Fellun to tho femalus, in forest was freddc ; 

Fayre by fermesones, by frythys, and felles, 

To the wudde thay weyndun, these wlonkes in wedes; 

Bothe the kyng and the qwene. 

And other doghti by-dene; 
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The beautiful Pistyl of Susan is also in a thirteen-line The Pistyi 
stanza of similar general composition, but with slight 
differences, the most obvious and certain of which is the 
disappearance of the ninth long line and the reappearance 
of the single-footed bob.” Moreover, the triplet in the 
"wheel” less often than in the Awnfjrs follows the d 
rhyme, and has one of its own, d} 

But the climax of wayward intricacy is reached in the ta« PearU 
most charming of all the religious poems of this time, the 
so-called Pearl. If, as is almost certain,® this is the 
lament of an actual father over the death of his little 
daughter Margaret, it is a wonderful instance of pain 
finding not merely solace, but poetic accomplishment, in 
the " sad mechanic exercise ” of the most complicated 
verse-forms. There is less variety of line-length, and 
intricacy of line-combination and rhyme within the .stanza, 
than that to which we have been for .some time accustomed. 

In fact, the poet has come back to the octo.syllable, with 
some but not much licence of .shortening and equivalence, 
and he arranges these lines in twelves, rhymed abahababbcbc. 

The alliteration is very rich, for short as are his lines he 

Syr Gawan, giaytliist on grom.-, 

Dame Gaynore he ledus. 

A. of A., wl, Kohson, p. r. 

I have purposely chosen this the roughest (from the Jtlackburne M.S.) of the 
versions in print. Those from the Douce and the Thornton, printed by Mr. 

Amours for the S.T..S., are before me; but they require no comment of 
importance prosodically. 

* Als this schaply thing, yede in hire yardo 

That was hir hostjondus, .and hire that holden with hende, 

” Nou folk be faren from ns, ihar us not Iw ferdc ; 

Aftur inyn oynement warliche ye weende ; 

Aspielh nou spccialy the yales Ijcn sperde. 

ffor we wol wasschc us I-wis bi this wellc strende,” 

, ffor-thi the wif werp of hir wedes un-werde ; 

Undur a lorere ful lowe that ladi gaii lecnde 
So sone. 

By a wynliche welle, 

Susan caste of hir kcllc ; 

Bote feole ferlys hire bi-felle 
Bi Midday or none. 

ITemon MS. Poems, E.E.T.S.. ii, p. 630, st. 10. 

Four other versions, as well as the Vernon, may be found in Mr. Amours* 
Alliterative Poems ; but, once more, they need no prosodic notes. 

^ It has been denied, of course, but the naatter does not concern us 
so as to require argument. 
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never fails to get, into what corresponds to but half of the 
old versicle-pair, the three alliterations which had sufficed 
for the whole, and he sometimes manages four. Yet he 
is not a mere slave to this alliteration, and will sometimes 
drop it altogether.^ 

But he is not satisfied with even these refinements. 
The refrain occurs, as is well known, in one of the probably 
earliest of Anglo-Saxon poems, the Complaint of Deor^ 
but if there were other examples (as no doubt there were) 
wc have lost them ; and in Early Middle English poetry 
the refrains of such pieces as the Proverbs of Alfred and 
of Hcndyng have a mere value of meaning, none of poetry. 
In The Pearly on the other hand, this feature is introduced 
with much deliberation and with an extremely beautiful 
effect. The curious thing is that the burden is seldom or 
never repeated exactly. But a line, similar sometimes in 
greater part, sometimes only in its last words,® binds a 
certain number (generally, but by no means invariably, 
five') of the above described douzains into a real living 
unity. It will be observed by a careful reader that as the 
rhyme of the last line has already occurred in the tenthy 
this “ stanza of stanzas ” necessarily has, running through 

^ Kro spot n>y spyryt ther spi.^ng in space, 

My iMxly on t>:ilke ther lx}d in sweven, 

My goste is gon in Godez grace. 

In aventuie ther inervajdez meven ; 

I nc wyste in this worldc querc that hit wacc, 

Uut I knew me keste ther klyfez eleven ; 

'J'ow jmie a foresie [ bore the face. 

Where rych rokkez wer to d5'screvcn * 

'I'he Ijght of hem myght no man ieven, 

'I'hi: glemandc glory that r f hem glcnt ; 

For wern never webbez that wyvez weven 
Of half so dcre adubbcnient. 

Tlu Pearl, ed. Morris, p. 3, st. 2. 

Mr. Gollancz’s text is also I>efore me. 

2 Thus the refrain given recurs as 

In respecte of that adubbement. 

And here and se her adubbement. 


and 


Lord J dere wats that adubbement. 


So dere watz hit adubbement. 

All the refrains of the batches have this diversity in identity, only the last 
word being de rigueur, though sometimes much more is repeated. 
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the whole, not merely the rhyme of the refrain, but that 
of the lines rhyming to it, while the alliteration itself is 
also to some extent repeated necessarily at regular intervals. 

In mere description the result may seem likely to be 
laboured or heavy, but nothing can be farther from the 
actual fact. The Pearl is a .sort of carillon —not indeed 
of joyful but of melancholy sweetness—a tangle, yet in no 
disorder, of symphonic sound, running and interlacing 
itself with an ineffable deliciousncss. It is perhaps the 
only poem e.xcept the metrical Lyrics (themselves alliter¬ 
ative to some extent, yet strictly mcaical) which, in this 
early period, shows the full possibilities of musical beauty 
in English verse. 

But we must not be carried away by the beauty of the Meriis and 
more beautiful constituents of this batch, two of which, be 
it remembered, are generally if not, perhaps, convincingly 
attributed to the same hand, while all three have been set 
to its credit by the extremer fury of the agglomerator. 

There is not much beauty, though there is a good deal of 
rough vigour, in the Awntyrs ; and the deficiencies and 
dangers of the general scheme can escape no careful 
thought The charms of a very elaborate formal arrange¬ 
ment, when it is completely successful, are unmistakable 
by him whose cars Apollo has touched without lengthening. 

But the dangers of such an arrangement are equally clear. 

We see them on the one side in the practice at this time, 
or a little later, of the Latin faces themselves, of the 
Italians in sonnet and sestine, of the French in ballade 
and Chant Royal. The form alone is too often eloquent, 
and its eloquence is apt to grow thinner and thinner. By 
our own race the form itself is so apt to be neglected, 
that If attention to it is regarded as the principal thing, no 
great harm is often done. 

This morality, however, is not the most important that Character 
can be drawn from the phenomena. The really useful lesson ^ng*^®** 
is that by this time—in the very moments of the alliterative 
reaction—the charms of rhyme were felt to be too great 
to resign. The charms of stanza-arrangement claimed 
and effected a similar hold, and the most instructive 
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and imperative of all “ instructions to the committee,” 
the necessity of line- and even of foot-arrangement,^ forced 
itself, in the teeth of the principle of reaction itself, upon 
the practice of the reactionaries. It is as if a great 
rebellion of bowmen had, a little later, been organised 
against gunpowder ; and the rebels had armed themselves 
with arquebuses and firelocks. The ” rhythm of the 
foreigner ” has triumphed : the actuality and the eventu¬ 
alities of common and triple time have not only “ emerged 
from the heap ” or lump, but have leavened the very 
recalcitrant residuum of the lump itself. 

On the other hand, that the whole movement was 
in more than the literal sense retrograde is, I think, un¬ 
deniable ; though it had a real value as a protest, and as 
maintaining certain principles of English verse which were 
in danger of being obscured or even lost. These it did 
maintain, in the teeth of the tendency, constantly recurring 
in our prosodic history, to subject English to the bondage 
of syllabic uniformity, and by championing, if to an 
exaggerated and fantastic degree, the intensely English 
habit of alliteration itself. But had it triumphed it would 
have been a disaster ; and even as it was, it very seldom 
contributed really satisfactory work to the body of Eng¬ 
lish poetry. In the Debatable Lands of satiric and 
didactic verse, when the practitioners were persons of 
genius like Langland and Dunbar, the simple forms 
proved effective enough, and gave us Piers Plow 7 nan and 
The Twa Mary it Wemen and the IVedo. But most forms 
have a habit of proving effective in the hands of persons 
of genius ; and satire and didactics are but debatable 
lands, or kinds, in poetry. Of the ornater and more com¬ 
plicated species, and their perils, we have just spoken, 
while both simple alliterative verse, and alliterative verse 

* Very unequally, and therefore I have abstained, in this chapter, from 
marking the feet. In The Pearl these feet are indeed unmistakable, but in the 
unrhymed parts of all the others, and even in the rhymed parts of some, though 
a vague general principle of cadence and time>units is clear enough, the com¬ 
position of these units is of an accentual and go-as-you-please character. 
As such it led easily to the rambling or scrambling doggerel which succeeded 
it, and which was found a natural refuge during the paralysis of metre in the 
fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. 
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compounded with stanza and rhyme, were subject to one 
fatal and essential drawback and danger,' the ever-present 
necessity—three, four, sometimes even five times in a 
verse—of choosing a word, not because it was right in 
sense or delightful in sound, but simply because it began 
with the same letter as others. Against this even genius 
fights helplessly too often ; by anything short of genius 
it is invincible. 

^ Rhyme itself is, of course, not quite free from this danger, and has at 
times succumbed to it. Hut the peril is a<$ nothing compared to that to 
which alliteration is const.-intly exposed. — Soioo r<-adets may like to go 
directly from this Chapter to Chapter V., in which tlie remaining allitcralors, 
including Langland, their greatest, are dealt with.—Of the poems which, 
whether in or out of Scots, have been claimed for “Iluchowne” (?'. tn/. 
p. 187), Gfltaip'os and Gawanr, as well as the certainly later Booke of ike //trwlai 
of Sir Richard Holland, and the ant)nymous and spirited Rauf Coilyear^ 
approaches the A^ontyrs and Susane very closely in prosodic character, and 
the former most closely. All thice arc in the thirteen-lincd alliterative shinza, 
rhymed, with wheel but no bob. And all are in Mr. Amours* book. 
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Robert of llrunnc—His metrical jumble—Lyric: MS. Harl. 2253 — 
Analysis of its metres— Alison —The Cuckoo Song, —Lesson 

of these -Especially as to Equivalence and Foot-division—The 
I’crcy Society “Religious Poems”—William of Shoreham — 
Wright’s “ Political Songs The Cursor Mundi —Minor poems 
of the Vernon MS.—“ The Dispute between a Good Man and 
the Devil - “ The Castle of Love ”—Hampole —Minot—Gower 
—His octosyllabics—His other verse—His general quality. 

The very large body of metrical verse which we find in 
the fourteenth century, and which culminates in the work 
of Gower, just as the alliterative section does in that of 
Langland, presents no new problems of much importance, 
unless it be that of the rise of the decasyllabic couplet. 
But, abundant as it is, few specimens of it are quite 
beneath notice as examples of the spread, combination, 
and varying of true English prosody. 

Very early in the century the work of Robert of 
Gloucester is continued, after an interesting fashion, by 
his Christian-namesake, Robert Manning or Robert of 
Brunne. The best known and best work of this writer, 
the curious sacred miscellany of Handling Sin^ is in octo¬ 
syllables, very fairly regular, though occasionally concen¬ 
trating themselves as low as to a pretty exact hexa- 
syllabic couplet. But his English translation^ of the 

^ E.E.T.S., «d. Furnivall, 1901-3. The dating at the beginning of 

That tynte 

That I began thys English rh)rrae 

is interesting. 

’I Ed. Hearne, Oxford, 1725; London, t8ia 

iia 
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French chronicle of Peter of Langtoft, with additions 
of his own, has greater metrical interest. The French 
original was written in the then regular metre of the 
chansons de gestes or family-romances, the Alexandrine, 
mono-rhymed in batches or stanzas of great but irregular 
length. Manning seems to have been afraid to translate 
these long lines into the octosyllabic couplets, which he 
understood fairly well, and which he actually employs in 
his own Prologues: and he tells us, in the first of these, 
that if he had made it in ryme amwee^ or in strangere^ or 
in interlace^ or in boston} many would not have understood 
it. He therefore attempts to follow Robert of Gloucester in 
the use of the long swinging line ; but he makes a great 
mess of it. Those who arc contented with four or some 
other number of accents pour tout potage m^trique^ rnay, 
for aught I know, be able to find them in his metre. 

Counting in their fashion, I should my.self say that it was His metrical 
a jumble of anything from four to seven, with hardly any, j“'**^*** 
and no constant, rhythm. Regarded as a .sort of blind 
tentative at metre, it is much more interesting, because, 
like Layamon a hundred years earlier, it gives ns all sorts 
of half-finished and probably not even half-designed forms 
—Ovidian rough drafts—as resultants of his metrical un¬ 
skilfulness, and of the various things that were haunting his 
ear. Sometimes a fourteener of the Robert of Gloucester 
type emerges ; not at all uncommonly Alexandrines * 
like the original. But what is most interesting is the 
constant settling down and contraction of the verse to 


1 For couwee see noie, p. 93 ; stran^vre is uncertain ; interlace is obvious ; 
boston (see Rel. Ant. ii. 174) is a six'lincd stanza as follows. !t consists 
of four long and two short lines :— 

Hail be ye potters with yur bole-ax. 

F'air beth yur barmhatres, yolow beth your fax, 

Ye stonclith at the sthnmil, brod ferlich Viernes, 

I'leiis yow folowithe, ye swolowuh ynow. 

'Fhe best dark of all this tun 
Craftfullich makid this bastun. 

But some hold that bastun here means simply “stave.” 

* Bot Athelstan the mmstrie wan and did tham mercie crie. 

* And somewhat of that tree, they bond untille his handes. 

VOL. I 


~P. 28. 
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decasyllabics,^ and even to something that is almost, if not 
altogether, a decasyllabic couplet.^ Hardly less but still 
less important is Robert’s management of rhyme. It is 
clumsy too, but it has one point of great interest. He aims 
at and, after a fashion, achieves couplet-rhyme, sometimes 
only by keeping up the old Anglo-Saxon practice of de¬ 
clining proper names (“ ageyn the king Magn«?« ”) as they 
would be declined in Latin. But every now and then he 
seems to have tried to emulate the continuous mono-rhyme 
of his original, and hard as this is in English, he some¬ 
times manages, what with rhyme and what with assonance, 
to jingle after a fashion for a dozen or even a score lines. 

The actual poetical interest in Manning is almost 
nothing at all; and the metrical interest, though not 
small, is of a purely technical kind. But the poetical 
interest is at the highest which the period can afford, 
and the metrical interest is that, not of blind and 
defeated groping, but of artistic and graceful accom¬ 
plishment, in a collection of lyrical poems (earlier, and 
perhaps a good deal earlier, than at least the com¬ 
pletion of Manning’s work), which has been the delight 
of all poetically given readers of Middle English 
since Thomas Wright published it more than sixty 
years ago.® 

The most superficial reader must be struck with the 
singular contrast which these pieces present, not merely to 
the rough and inartistic experiments of Manning, but to 
much else of their time and even later. And it is 
more than a coincidence that the same MS. contains both 
French and English lyrics. Hardly the most childish 
national vanity require.s to be told that the two juxta¬ 
positions, taken together, make the fact that English was 
still at school to French as certain from the merely 
literary point of view as it is reasonable from the political. 
The Norman princes, in the strict sense, were not likely 

1 The bisshop of his gift holdcs his fe.—P. 29. 

^ Wharfor the barons granted him ilkone, 

Knoute to be corowned, and haf it alone.—P. 49. 

Specimens of Lyric Poetryy London (Percy Society), 1842. 
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to exercise, or to see exercised, much influence of the « 

kind. At the time of the Conquest the poetical literature 
of France was certainly not far develo|>ed ; nor were the 
districts with which England was most closely connected 
those to show this development earliest. The Angevins, 
both chronologically, topically, and perhaps by tempera¬ 
ment (for to say leur gramfmere lUait sirene^ is no idle 
conceit), were in better case; and, as it happened, both 
the greatest of them, Henry II., and the least, Henry HI., 
married princesses from Provence, while Richard Cceur de 
Lion was himself a troubadour. 

The very first (French) poem is in the Tristrem 
metre with the odd lines lengthened, the second in short 
lines rhymed in regular blocks of four and three, as well 
as in couplet and alternately. There can be no doubt at 
all that some, if not all, of the authors wrote French and 
English indifferently—that all of them read the one lan¬ 
guage just as easily as the other—and car and eye in such 
a case must have sim])ly driven tongue and pen to emulate 
this new and charming music in their mother-tongue. 

The first English poem (IV.)’ has eleven-lined stanzas Anftlysis of!» 
belonging to the general family of “ wheel ” arrangements, *"®*"** 
which is .so common in the French and Provencal lyric, 
and rhymed ababababcbc. The a and b lines arc octo¬ 
syllables of the usual English free type, .sometimes 
reduced to seven by a monosyllabic foot at the beginning, 
sometimes extended to nine by a trisyllabic foot, in any 
place almost, but quite rhythmically regular. The r’s are 
of six syllables only. In this and some others, it should 
be said, there is much alliteration, but the scansion is 

^ Mid|dcl-<‘rd | for moii | web mad, 
un-mih|ti aren | is mcsjle mode ; 

’ This hejdy hath | on hon;dfc y-had, 

that he|vcne hem | is hcM | to hede : 

Icherde | a bliss ie budcl | us lad, 
the dre|ri dom,t‘S-dai ) to dredc, 

Of sunjful sauhjting aone | be sad, 
that derjne doth | this dt’r|ne dede ; 

Ibah he j lien der|ne done, 

This wrakejful wer|kes un;der wede 
in sojule so | teleth sone. 

Wright, op. cit. p. 23. 

It may be useful to compare this with the Pearl stanza. 
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quite metrical. The next Ms in a stanza far less suited to 
the genius of the language, and in fact certain to be disused 
rather sooner than later, yet still very interesting as an ex¬ 
periment in the great kind which was to yield, in this very 
language, the most perfect example of stanza to be found 
anywhere—the Spenserian novena. It has, moreover, the 
further interest of combining the alliterated line (rough alliter¬ 
ated anapaestic dimeters rather shortened than lengthened), 
with the attempt, for the greater part of it, at mono-rhymed 
arrangement. Eight lines of this kind, rhyming together, 
lead up to a couplet of the same construction, but on a 
fresh rhyme. The effect, as might be expected, is grotesque 
enough, but that does not matter to us in the very least. 

There is nothing grotesque about the next," the famous 
Alison^ the prettiest thing (with one possible exception 
among its own companions) to be found in English 
literature up to its own time and for generations after¬ 
wards. This combines the elaborate wheel-stanza with the 
refrain system in a form not yet seen. The whole scheme is 
868688868886 , ababbbbcdddc, the last four lines forming 
the identical refrain in every stanza. The b lines are a 
little irregular, expanding sometimes to the full eight 

* Ichot a burde in a bonr ase beryl so bryht, 

Asc saphyr in selver semly on syht, 

Ase the genlil that lemeth with lyht, 

Ase gernet in golde, ant ruby wel ryht, 

Asc onycle he ys on y-holden on hyht, 

As diainaunde the dere in day when he is dyht, 
fie is coral y-cud with cayser ant knyht, 

Ase enieraude a-morewen this may haveth myht. 

The myht of the margaiite haveth this may mere, 
Forcharbocle ich hire ches hi chyn ant by chere. 

Ibid. p. 25. 

* Bytuenje Mershe | ant A|veril 

when spray j bigin |neth to springe. 

The lutjel fou|] hath j hire wyl 
on hy|re lud | to synge ; 

Ich Iib|be in Inve>|Ionginge 
For sem lokest | of aljle thynge, 

He may me blisjse bringe, 
icham | in hire | baundoun. 

An henjdy hap | ichabjbe y-hent, 

Ichot I from hevene | it is | me sent, 

From alle | wymmen { mi love | is lent 
ant lyht | on A|Iysoun. 

Ibid. p. 27. 
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syllables, and all are more or less freely equivalcnced. The 
whole gives a quite charming effect—elaborate, without 
being laboured, and flowing, without looseness. 

In the piece that follows (No. VII.),' a ten-line stanza 
of sixes is arranged on the rhyme system aabaabbaab. It 
is less effective, as is also VIII.,“ set in twelves of eight 
eights and four sixes rhymed ababababcdcdy a certain 
amount of assonance being admitted in the last quatrain. 
IX. is in Romance twelves. X. is curious—in an eight-line 
stanza of alternate rhyme, with lines of a very uncertain 
basis, varying from double to triple lime, as if the writer 
were aiming at the well-known Shenstonish anapaestic of 
three feet, but with constant double rhymes and almost 
equally constant lapses into different rhythm. It has 
the ballade “ envoy ” of four lines,'' and an entirely un¬ 
accounted-for thing of the same kind after the first .stanza. 

* Willi lonlgyiiK y | am lad. 

On m(il|de I waxje mad, 
a niaid|e niar|rcth me* ; 

Y grede, | y gronc, j un-gLui, 

For scliden y J am sad 
that scm|ly for | te sc ; 

I.cvcdi, I thou rew'c me, 

To ruujthc thou havesl | me rad ; 

Be hotc I of that | y had, 

My )yf I is Jong j on the. 

/hid. |). 29. 

“ W'eping 1 havelh ( myn wonjges wet, 

for wiiijked werk { ant wone | of wyt; 

J Unblilhely be | til y j ha bet, 

bruchus | broken I asc | bok byt. 

Of Icve I dis love | that y |'ha let, 
that lemjeth al | with lucfjly lyt, 

Ofte I in song | y h.ive | hein set, 
that is I unsem | ly ther | hit syt; 

Hit syt I ant se meth noht, 
ther hit | ys .seid | in song, 

• That y ( have of | hem wroht, 

y-wis I hit is | al wrong. 

Ibid. p. 30. 

* In a fryht as y con fare fremede, 

y founde a wel feyr fenge to fere; 

Heo glystnede asc gold when hit glemedc, 
nes ner gome so gladly on gere 

Y wolde wyte in world who hire kenede, 
thLs burde bryht, yef hire wil were ; 

Ileo me bed go my gales, lest hire gremede, 
ne kepte heo non hcnyng here. 
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These oddities might be evened by dividing the whole 
into twelves. XI. is the first borrowing in English, from 
Provencal (?), of the world-renowned “Burns-metre” 888484, 
aaabab, with a certain vacillation in the fourth line (and 
elsewhere) between four and six syllables.^ It may be 
accident that the last stanza has only two instead of three 
initial eights. XII. to XV. are Romance, or shortened, 
twelves once more, XIII.— 

Lenten ys come with love to toune— 

being one of the best and best-known of the whole. With 
this and Alison the pearls of the collection are completed 
by XVI., couched in an eight-lined stanza, 88868886, 
with a refrain of the most charmingly irregular beauty ®— 
the best early example of this most attractive poetical 
device. XVII. is French ; XVIII. uses mono-rhymed 
octosyllabic quatrains ; XIX., one of the not uncommon 
irregular arrangements of the Romance sixes; XX. is new— 
in quintets composed of a triplet and a couplet XXI. in 

“ Y-hcre thou me nou, hendest in hcldc, 
navy the none harmes to hethc ; 

Casten y wol the from cares ant kelde, 
comeliche y wol the nou clethe.*’ 

Clothes y have forte caste, 

such as y may weore with Wynne ; 

Beterc is weie thunne home lastc, 

then syde robes ant synke into synne. 

Have ye or wyi, ye waxeth unwrastc, 
afterward or thonko Ik; thynne ; 

Bcire is make forewardcs fastc, 

then afterward to mene ant rriynne.” 

Ibid. pp. 36, 37. 

^ A waylc whyt as whallcs bon, 

A grein in gotdc that godly shon, 

A tortic that min herie is on, 
in tonnes trewe ; 

Hire gladshipe nes never gon, 

whil y may glewe.— /bi'd. p. 38. 

* Blow, northeme wjmd. 

Sent thou me my suetyng. 

Blow, northeme wynd, blou, blou, blou !— Ibid. p. 51. 

® Mfynter wakeneth al my care, 

Nou this leves waxeth bare, 

Ofte y sike ant moume sare. 

When hit cometh in my thoht 

Of this worldes joie, hou hit goth al to noht. 

Ibid. p. 60. 
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sixes throughout, arranged in ten-line stanzas rhymed 
ababccbddb XXII., French ; XXIII., a false Macaronic of 
Latin, French, and English mixed ; and XXIV., French. 
XXV., the first English version of Jesu dulcis memoria^ 
keeps the original metre ; XXVI., French ; XXVII., 
Romance sixes; XXVIII. - XXX., varieties of 6 + 4 
as XXI. But XXXI.-XXXIII. give us Robert of 
Gloucester “ swingers ” in mono - rhymed quartet ; 
XXXIV. is in six-lined stanzas of 888686, aaabcb ; 
XXXV., in sixes, alternately French and Engli.sh ; 
XXXVI., eight-lined stanzas—eights with ab rhyme; 
XXXVII., Romance sixes ; XXXVIII., French ; XXXIX., 
like X., but more even. XL.“ and XU I., which have 


Note (as always at this time carefully) the last line, 

only three stanz.as, and the last lines of the other two— 


and 


Alle we shule de)'e, tlialh us like yllc 
For y not whider y sli.il, ne hou longe her chieile 


are very irregular. 


There arc 


* This is pretty enough to be given :— 

When y se hlosmcs springe. 

ant here soules song ; 

A sucte love-longynge 

myti h<Tte thouth out slong, 

AI for a love newe, 

'rhai is so suete ant trewc, 
that glacheth al my song ; 

Ich wot al rnyit i-wisse 
My joie ant eke my bhs.se 
on him i.s al y-long. 

Ibid. p. f->\. 

» 

This, it will be seen, is a combination of .shortened Romance six and liallad 
quatrain in reverse order. The actual order, in full-length lines as in XXX., 
occurs and persists, forming the beginning of Montgomerie’s quatorzain long 
afterwards. 


, * Lutel wot hit anymon, 

how love hyni haveth y-lKiunde, 

That for us othe rode rori, 
ant bohte us with is woundc. 

The love of him us haveth y-maked soundc, 

Ant y-cast the grimly gost to grounde ; 

tCver ant oo, nybt ant day, he haveth us in is thohte. 

He nul nout leose that he .so deore liohte. 

Ibid. p. in. 

XLIII. begins with the same line, but deals with earthly love. These sacred 
and profane duplicates are common. 
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Lesson of 
these. 


The Cuckoo 
Song. 


much in common, give us a new scheme, not quite ac¬ 
complished, but very promising. An alternately rhymed 
eight-six quatrain leads to a couplet, which at least 
aims at being decasyllabic, and this is capped by another 
refrain-couplet of the “ swinging ” type, with which it is 
obviously waiting to be rhymed.^ 

The lesson of all these is, I think, or should surely be, 
unmistakable. Here, not much more, if more, than a 
century after the first extensive, but scattered, signs of 
the imprint of the mould in Layamon, we find the same 
mould, but in .sharper and incomparably more varied 
outline, applied systematically to English verse. And we 
find that verse taking it with a docility which is only less 
wonderful than the unconquerable independence and 
idiosyncratic quality which is simultaneously displayed. 
Some of the patterns equal in complexity, and, as 
patterns, in rigidity, the most accomplished forms of 
classical prosody, the Alcaic or the still larger choric 
strophe. Some are very simple, but equally rigid. All 
come, more or less, from or through a language in which, 

‘ In connection with these pieces sliould be noted those on p. 86, and 
(by careful students) the Poetical Scraps” in Nel. Ant. ii. 119-121. Here 
too we shall l)est give the famous Cuckoo Song. The MS. (Ilarl. 978) has 
been dated at the middle of the thirteenth century, or earlier, and it has been 
even rather wildly .spoken of a.s the first EnglLsh song with or without music. 
Its rhythmical accomplishment—remarkable ns arc the premonitory notes of 
thi.> that we have heard as far back as the —seems to me rather too 

]K‘rfect for anything much short of the later thirteenth. But it is a charming 
thing, and may be left to its own charms, without dwelling on the questions 
whether it imitates the cuckoo's later as well as his earlier cry, wW is its 
relation to its existing Latin duplicate, etc.:— 

Sumer is icumen in, 

Lhude sing cuccu 1 

Groweth sed and bloweth mod, 

And spring[e]th the wude nu. 

Awe blclcth after lomb, 

Llouth after calve cu : 

Rulluc slcrteth, bucke verteth. 

Muric sing cuccu! 

Cuccu I cuccu i wcl singes thu cuccu 
Ne swik thu naver nu. 

Sing cuccu I nu, sing cuccu ! 

Sing cuccu 1 sing cuccu, nu 1 

I shall only add that if this is a * ‘ clear, natural music,” as it has been called, 
it is a pretty artful one too, and shows the new rhythm, the new foot-division, 
the new rhyme, in no infantine stage of development. 
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from the want of tonic quality, there is no difficulty in 
accommodating itself to patterns of any complexity and 
rigidity ; but in which the very process of accommodation 
has ousted everything but the iambic base, or what 
Johnson long afterwards calls the “ pure ” syllabic sequence 
of accented or quasi-accented syllables, alternating with 
those unstressed — the actual arithmetical allowance of 
syllables being taken, always with more and more conscious 
stringency, as the be-all and the end-all of prosodic 
value. From the first there is—naturally and, indeed, 
inevitably—some tendency in English to accept this also; 
and we shall find the “ preceptists,’' as soon as they 
appear, clinging to it. We could not have—we have 
not—any one much earlier than Orm ; and if Orm had 
had his way, the gyves of French prosody would have 
been upon us unto this hour. 

But Apollo and Pallas together thought of another Kspeciaiiy m 
thing for England. That the thing was done with theoretic 
or preceptist consciousness, in even a single instance 
before Spenser, may be not so much doubted as peremp¬ 
torily and unhesitatingly denied. But it was done. In 
the great number of instances which wc have been con¬ 
sidering, and in the large supplement which will suc¬ 
ceed, one single principle, undeviating at bottom through 
its infinite surface variety, shows itself-—the determination 
to cling to the foot, not the syllable, as the prosodic 
integer, and the accompanying determination to allow, in 
the arrangement of feet, syllabic* equivalence and substi¬ 
tution, just as it had been allowed in Greek and, to a 
smaller extent, in Latin. It is probable—to turn the 
probability into fact by an actual examination would 
be an interesting cxercitation, but out of our proper 
sphere—that every non-alliterative stanza which we have 
studied, and some at least of the alliterative, have exact 
precedents in Northern French, or in Provencal, or in 
both. It is certain that most have. But when we turn 
to these precedents we shall find not merely fixed rhymes 
and numbers of lines, but a fixed internal constitution 
of lines likewise (accidents and errors excepted) on an 



and Foot* 
diTision. 


The Percy 
Society 
*' Religious 
Poems.” 


122 THE FOURTEENTH CENTURY book ii 

absolutely syllabic basis. In the vast majority of the 
English exponents we shall find that the rhyme and the 
line-number are kept, but that the line constitution is 
altered on the scheme just given. 

It can hardly be necessary to repeat what has been 
said more than once on the really, if not at first sight, 
irreconcilable difference between this view and that of those 
who look solely at accent, with or without an addition of 
” section.” The section and the foot (or foot-group) will 
sometimes, though by no means very often, coincide; 
the accent-division will in appearance sometimes show 
results not strikingly different, to the novice, from that of 
the foot-division. But the difference is real, vital, irre¬ 
concilable, and the contention of this book is that, 
historically and logically, the foot-division will give a 
coherent, a consistent, and a continuous explanation of 
English metrical prosody, while the accent-division will not. 
It is interesting to go through, after these, another 
batch of lyric examples, the selection of “ Religious 
Songs ” which Wright published in another Percy Society 
volume with The Owl and the Nightingale} They are 
probably—both from the dale of the MS. and from the 
complexion of the language—slightly older than those 
which we have already surveyed ; but this is not quite 
certain, and at any rate they belong to the same general 
class—that of the lyric in elaborate stanza. If they are 
older they strengthen our case ; if they are not, they 
certainly do not weaken it. The first is in a ten-line 
stanza of double rhymes, arranged in a rather curious 
order, ababbaabah} The general constitution of the line 

* London, 1843. 

^ Nis non | so strong | ne sterch { nr kenr. 

That mni | ago | deathes wi | thcr blench : 

Yung and olde, brihet and schene, 

Alle he riveth in one strench. 

Fox and fcrlich is his wrenh, 

Ne niai no mon thar-to yeines, 

Weilawei I threting ne bene, 

Mede, listc, ne leches drench. 

Mon, let sunne and lustes thine; 

Wei thu do and wel thu thcnch. 

P. 63. 
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argues an early origin ; for the writer seems not to have 
made up his mind which to adopt of the two great 
divisions, three feet and four feet, hexasyllable and octo¬ 
syllable, that, as we have seen, fought a rather unequal 
fight for English in the latter part of the thirteenth 
century. There are examples of complete iambic 
dimeter ; but they are in the minority, and they do not 
appear at any fixed or corresponding point of the stanza. 
And further, there is the occurrence of identical rhyme- 
schemes in successive stanzas—another proof of earlincss, 
and a certain sign, either that the writer is aiming at 
a still stiffer uniformity which he cannot quite accom¬ 
plish, or that he has stumbled into an unintended 
repetition the inartistic effect of which he has not 
realised. 

The second' is also a dizain with Romance” begin¬ 
ning, but the lines gravitating rather to the six- than to 
the eight-syllable norm, and the final one is (with some 
substitution) of two instead of three feet, in due proportion. 
The rhymes are also differently arranged, tibabaababa. 
This makes a very good cariltoHy with possibilities of 
still better gifts {c.^. the in.sertion of a very strong 
middle pause in line six, the “ hinge ” of the stanza) which 
the writer only dimly sees.® Number III. is an isolated 


The rhymes are in i and 2 -enck and -«?«/• ; In 3 -<» and -cafe; 
-eo ; in 5 ~ikedh and -o. The shortest line is— 


the longest— 


Him still Itch to | for-do ; 
Weilawei! deth ihe schal adun throwc. 


in 


4 -our and 


> On hirje )S al | mi lif | i-long, 
or tiMvam I ich wu j Ic singe, 

I And herijen bi|rc, that | among 

Heo gon | us Ixijte l>nnge, 

Of heljle pijne that | is strong 
Heo broh{te us tilts|se that | is long, 
Al thurh I hire chil|deringe. 

Ich bidjde hire one | mi song. 

Heo yeove { us god | endinge, 

Thab we | don wrong. 

r. 65. 

^ He Is near it in stanza 3— 


Heo broghte wobt. thu broghtest right. 
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octave on Wit and Will in two rhymes alternately — 
rather rough octosyllables, with a good deal of the 
staccato effect noticeable in the proverb canto-headings 
of King Alexander. IV.,^ though printed in halves 
by Wright, is really shortish Robert of Gloucester 
“swingers” mono-rhymed in quatrains—the obvious but 
much less effective English equivalent of the admirable 
Meum est propositum in tabema mori metre of contem¬ 
porary Latin ; and V. is the same. VI. is a merely 
rhythmed I’roverb of Bede, no doubt of great age, but 
with what it would be not so proper to call traces as 
embryos of rhyme. VII. is much more interesting, for 
though of the same build for a time, it settles down as 
possibly the first appearance in English of “ The Queen 
was in her parlour.” But at one point of the poem, the 
writer, either by mere accident, or feeling the necessity 
(since he is paraphrasing the account of the Passion in 
the Creed) to adopt a more solemn measure, shifts for 
eight lines into the octosyllabic couplet.^ 

The poems of William of Shoreham ® are more remark¬ 
able for the adjustment of elaborate metres to abstruse 
theological subjects than for any great merit of verse; 
but they should not be omitted. William’s favourite is 

' Ilwenne ich thenchc of ilomcs-rlai, 
fill sore ime adrede. 

Thcr schal after his 

cuch men fongen raede. 

Ich habbe Crist agult 

widh thoghtes and widh dede. 

Laveril Crist, Codes sone, 
wat is me to rede ? 

^ Ilarknied, .\Ile gode men, 
and stille sitteth adun, 

And ich eou wule telfcn 
a Intel sermun. 

This is Gamtfyn already. At what precise time, and in what precise way, 
the " fourteener ” takes this turn is a question which different ears seem to 
answer differently. The octosyllabic insertion runs thus :— 

He made him into helle falte, 

And efter him his children alle, 
etc. 

^ Ed. Wright, Percy Society, London, 1849. 
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a sort of shortened Tristrem stanza of seven lines,' with 
bob 8686286, rhymed or assonanced oaoabob. But a 
moment's thought will show that it is really a quatrain 
with three fourtecners, and a bob which forms the third 
line and makes the rhyme-scheme, even while it accentuates 
the eccentricity of the vehicle. Shoreham also adopts 
alternately rhymed eights and sixes of a rough kind, and 
the regular Romance sixain, as well as the very effective 
one of 888686 rhymed aaabab. 

The Camden Society “ Political Songs,” which were WrighVs 
among the earliest results (i 839) of the industry of Wright, 
are of special interest for more reasons than one. In the 
first place, it is quite evident that they must show us, not 
merely w'hat metre could be tolerated by the popular ear, 
but what positively pleased it. For the political verse-smith 
does not risk unpopularity of form. In the second place, 
as they were at first written in French or Latin, and only 
after a time in English, w'e should expect them to bear 
strong marks of the prosody of these other languages ; and 
they do. Thirdly, as nothing sinks into memory more 
than satirical poetry of this kind, \vc .should expect (and 
we find) that they will cither give early indication of, or 
exercise great influence upon, the pro.sody of the future. 

The very first piece ^ rewards us richly. The “ Song 
against the King of Almaine ” (which should be as old as 
the Battle of Lewes, 1264) is in stanzas of seven lines. 

The last two of these are a constant refrain in trochaic 
rhythm, with one internal rhymef and a sort of attempt at 

* The matyre of this sacrement 
Hys ryght the oyllc allonc ; 

And wanne the bisschup hlesseth hyt 
Bautne therwith megth he none 
Thcr-inne, 

For baume tokneth lyvc’s Ioo.s 
OyJe mercy to wynne. 

* Sitteth alle stille ant | herkneth to me: 

The Kyn of Alcmaigne, | l»i mi leaule, 

Thritti thousent pound | askede he 
For te make the pees in the countrii, 
ant so I he du de more. 

Richard, thah thou be ever trichard, 

trichen shall thou never more.—P. 69. 

The 5th line changes after the ist stanza. 
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another. The antepenultimate is a refrain bob ” of three 
feet, the last word being “ Wyndesore ” always, with varying 
others ; and the rest, or substance of the stanza, consists 
of a mono-rhymed quatrain, the materials of which are 
simply invaluable. For while they are evidently in main 
intention the skipping nondescripts of “ The Queen was 
in her parlour,” they often settle into anapxsts of the 
most unimpeachable structure, thereby giving yet another 
testimony to the probable origin, or at least the circum¬ 
stances, which helped to naturalise this great staple of 
poetry in England. One may be very glad that the 
Barons’ triumph did not last; but for this result of it, 
while it did last, one may be truly thankful. For the 
piece, besides the prosodic attractions already enumerated, 
has another on which it would be wrong to lay too much 
stress, but which certainly cannot be altogether neglected 
when we compare it with the next, the “ Song of the 
Husbandman.” ^ The skit on Richard of Cornwall has 
alliteration in it, as nearly all natural English poetry has, 
but there is no very great amount thereof, and it is quite 
evident that the writer is not aiming at it, in the very 
least, as a principle of his verse. In the “ Song of the 
Husbandman,” perhaps hfty years later, this aim is quite 
unmistakable. There is rhyme alternate on two rhymes 
only, arranged in an octave first and then a quatrain by 
tiirn.s. But the individual line is of the usual alliterative 
type, only cadcnced for singing. This evidence in the 
great case of Persistence v. Resurrection is invaluable. 
And each piece that follows tells of the revival and helps 

^ Ich herdc men ujKt mold make muche muii, 

Hou he beth i-tened of here tilyynge, 

«God yeres and corn bothe beth a*gon, 

Ne kepeth here no sawe ne no song syng. 

** Now we mote worche, nis ther non other won, 

Mai ich no iengore lyve with my lesinge ; 

Yet ther is a bitterore bid to the bon, 

For ever the furthe peni mot to the kynge. 

Thus we carpeth for the kyng, and carieth ful colde, 

And weneth for te kevere, and ever buth a-cast; 

Whose hath eny god, ho|)eth he nout to holde. 

Bote ever the levest we leoseth a-last.” 

P. 149. 
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to date it for us at the beginning of the fourteenth 
century. The very uncomplimentary “ Against the Pride 
of Ladies ” is in a quaint seven-lined stanza ^ with bob 
and wheel rhymed aaaabbb^ the aaaa being common 
alliterated lines, the b “ bob ” a single foot, and the other 
two a very irregular couplet hovering round three feet as 
a norm. Another on the “ Church Courts ” is very 
elaborate.* The full stanza has no less than eighteen 
lines, and consists of a main body aabccbddbeeb^ where the 
b lines are three feet and the others alliterative, and a tail 
ffgggf^ two/’s and the ^’s being sixo-*. the last f a four. 
The English poem on the Battle of Courtrai has a 
very popular ding-dong arrangement, not showing much 
alliteration, but made of two rough triplets of “ Quccn-in- 
parlour ” lines, each mono-rhymed with a fourth and 
eighth in sixes rhymed together.* A “ Song on the 

* Ix>rd that Icne^t us lyf, ami lokest uch an k-<lo, 

For tc cocke with knyf nnst thou n<iiK‘ nede ; 

Doth wejimon ant uyf sore inowe dre<le. 

Lest thou he slurne with strif, for Ijonc that thou Iicdc, 
in wunne 
That monkun[n]e 
Shulde shihlc hem from sunne. 

1 ’. 153 - 

- Ne mai no lowed luod liblwn in londe. 

Be he never in hyrl so havci of lionde. 

So lerede us iu-ledes ; 

Yef ich on molde mote with a mai, 

Y shal fallc hem hyforc ant lumen huere lay. 

Ant rewcii alle huere redes. 

Ah bote y be the furmc day.on fohle hem hy-foic, 

Ne shal y nout so skere scapen of huere score ; 

So grimly he on me gredes. 

That y ne rnot me Idle ther with mi lawe, 

On alle maner olhes that heo me wullcth awe, 

Heore hoc ase un-bredes. 

lleo wendeth l^jkcs un-brad. 

Ant maketh men a moneih a-mad ; 

Of scathe y wol me skere. 

Ant fleo from my fere ; 

Ne rohtc he whet it were, 

Boten heo hit had. 

I> 155*156. 

3 Lustneth, lordinges, bothe yonge ant olde, 

Of the Freynsshe-men that were so proude nnl bolde, 

Hou the Flemmysshe-men bohten hem ant solde 
Upon a Wednesday; 



128 


THE FOURTEENTH CENTURY 


BOOK II 


Times” (p. 195 sq^ is in alternate rhymed eights, sinking 
irregularly to “common measure.” The long and not 
very chivalrous ballad on the execution of Sir Simon 
Fraser has the now familiar alternative quatrain with a 
bob and wheel abba^ the bob varying between one foot and 
two, and the other three lines being mostly of three feet 
each. A different note, but a very familiar one, is struck 
in the short-lined song “ Against Retainers,” which, how¬ 
ever, there is no reason for regarding as anything but the 
usual quatrain of alliterated lines broken up and rhymed.' 
But the “ Dirge on the Death of Edward I.,” though with 
a good deal of alliteration, is in regular eights, arranged 
in an octave by ordering the rhymes ababbcbc. We return 
to extremely elaborate arrangements in the singularly 
grave and Ccirnest poem on his worthless successor’s 
breach of the Great Charter. Part of this is in French, 
and part of the English part in Romance sixes, but the 
rest is in these sixes “ tailed ” in a very curious fashion,® 
which citation will show better than any analysis. 

Betcre hem were at home in huere londe. 

Then for te seche Klemmysshe by the see stronde, 

Wharethourh moni Frenshe wyf wryngelh hire honde. 

Ant singeth, weylaway ! 

Pp. 187-188. 

^ Of ribaudz y ryme 

Ant rede o mi rolle. 

Of gcdelynges, gromes. 

Of Colyn ant of Colic, 

Ilarlotcs, hors-knaves, 

Bi pate ant by {xille ; 

To devel ich hem to-Iyvre 
Ant take to tolle ! 

I’ 237- 

* The ferste scide, “ I understonde 
Ne may no king wel ben in londe, * 

Under fiotl Almihte, 

But he cunne himself rede, 

IIou he shal in londe ledc 
Ever! man wid rihte. 

For might is riht, 

Liht is night. 

And fiht is fliht. 

For miht is riht, the lond is laweles; 

For niht is liht, the lond is Joreles ; 

For fiht is fliht, the lond is nameles." 

P. 254. 
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Lastly, the poem, already several times printed, on the 
“Times of Edward II.” is in long alliterated quatrain, with 
a single foot bob and another full line rhymed to this. 

While these elaborate sstanza-arrangemcnts were being The Cursor 
practised, the old octosyllabic couplet was, even outside 
Romance, by no means neglected. It tended for a time, 
beyond all doubt, to approximate more and more to the 
syllabic or Ozol-and-Night ingale uniformity, as was natural, 
because, as has been repeatedly pointed out, the more 
men deliberately studied French originals, the more were 
they likely to be beguiled by the characteristics of those 
originals which did not, as well as b)' those which did, 
necessarily belong to English. But the Gcncsis-and- 
Exodus freedom was not left without representatives even 
in continuous couplet, while, as w’C have already shown, 
it constantly if irregularly maintained itself in more com¬ 
plicated arrangements. The chief example in the couplet 
itself is probably that already mentioned, the interesting 
poem of The Vox and the Wolf. We certainly cannot 
take a better example of the more regular form, from the 
mighty mass of non-romantic material which exists, than 
the bulk, ingens but by no means horrendum or informe^ 
of the Cursor Mundi. Even here there is frequent mono¬ 
syllabic beginning, and sometimes, if not very often, a 
trisyllabic foot; for instance, 1 . 3755 Gottingen version.^ 

But for the most part the syllabic regularity is very great, 
and in long stretches of lines you shall find not a single 
violation of it. 

Before coming to individual writers like Minot (and the Minor 
more nebulous but more important Hampole), it may 
be well to look through the great miscellany of the 
Verqon MS. as far as it has been yet printed, to sec if we 
can add any useful studies. The most effective and by 
far the most useful way of treating so large a mass will 
be, as usual, to analyse right through, with examples at 
foot where they are required. 

1 And cs'thar, ra|der, nan oth er wan.—K.K.T..S. ed. ii. 223. 

■niere are more in some of the other versions, and in all the initial mono¬ 
syllabic foot is common enough. 

VOL. I K 
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I. is a species of Gospel history in mono-rhymed 
quatrains of eights. II., a paraphrase of the Miserere in 
alternate rhymed octaves of the same. III., ditto. IV., 
couplets of eights partly continuous, partly interlarded' 
with a couplet refrain. V., an extremely effective double 
octave, showing the command of metrical rhythm which 
had been reached {before 1380) as well as almost any¬ 
thing we have met. The first octave is of continuous 
eights, oaoaoaoa ; the second 86868686, rhymed babaoaoa. 
The continuous « rhyme sets the music marvellously, and 
the adjustment of dissyllabic, monosyllabic, and trisyllabic 
feet in the second part is consummate. There is a 
possible alternative of scanning the even lines as sixes 
all through, which almost improves it ; and altogether 
it is a jewel.' VI., alliterative mono-rhymed quatrains. 
VII. consists of Romance sixes, powerfully shortened in 
the couplets into frequent monosyllabic feet VIII. is a 
cunning arrangement which may look like a muddle, but 
is very much the reverse. The lines are eights through¬ 
out, with a very little substitution ; the rhyme-system is 
ababababcbcbcbchcb. The b rhymes, as in the former case, 
are all in to provide for the constant recurrence of 

* Jhelsu Crist, | my lcm|mon swete. 

That (li(rh|cdest on ) the Koide-tre, 

With al I my mihl j I the [ Ije-scche, 
iTor I thi WDunjdes two | and three. 

That aljso fasjtc mot | thi love 
In to I myn herjte hclched be 
As was I the spere j in to thin herte 
V\^}ji)n thou I soffrclilest deth [ lor me. 

Jhe.sus I that dighjedest on | the Rode 
ffor ( the love ( of me 
And bouh|test me { with | thi blode. 

Thou I have merjei of me : { 

What I me ^et^teth of e|ny thing 
ffor { to love | the, 

Reo hit I me lef | beo hit | me loth, 

Thow do I hit a-wey | from me, AMEN. 

Or 2. That dighed'est on the | Rode-tie. 

4. flfor thi woun'des two | and three. 

6. In to myn | herte hc^ched be. 

8 . Whon thou sofFiredest deth | for me. 

Minor Poems of the Yemen MS.^ 
E.E.T.S. (1892), i. p, 22. 
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** me necessary in a devotional poem ; and it is not ex¬ 
travagant to call the total effect charming.’ IX., Romance 
sixes. X., couplets of eights. XL, alliterative mono- 
rhymed quatrains; so also X11. XI 11 ., couplets of eights. 

XIV. , tlie same, every other line headed “ Marie." 

XV. , Romance sixes, as also XVI. and XVII., while 
XVIII. returns to octosyllabic couplets much curtailed. 
XIX., “The Hours of the Cross," adapts its Latin 
original very skilfully by means of a mono-rhymed 
alliterative quatrain, a bob of varying length, and, 
rhymed with it, a fifth alliterative line and a versicle or 
refrain couplet in eights, with some licence of exten¬ 
sion in the second line. XX., the Middle English Vent 
Creator^ is in alternate rhymed quatrains of eights, 
and therefore most interesting to compare with Cosin’s 
and Dryden’s famous standard.s. The alternate rhymes 
have not quite the dignity of the couplet, and there 
is perhaps no single phrase that approaches the un¬ 
approachable 

Anoint and cheer our soiled face 
With the abundance of Thy jjrace 

in the great Bi.shop of Durham’s versiim, but that could 

’ 1 th« honourc with al rny imlit 
In fourmt* of BrtuI as I lh« 

I.Orel, that in that ladi briht, 

In Mane Mon hi-come for me. 

'I'hi ftlesch, tin bloti is swetc of sihl, 

‘I'hi Sacrament hononrcdl to Ije, 

Of Hretl and Wyn with word i-diht ; 

Almihti lord, I Icevc in the. 

1 am Miriful, as thou wH wost : 

Jhesu, thou have ineici of me ; 

Soffre thou nevere that 1 Ije lost 

ffor whom thou dighedest uppon the ire. 

< Ac thorwh that ladi of Merri most 

Mi soule thou bringe in blii.se to the; 

Kepcntfiunce to-fore mi delh, 

Schrif[t] and Hosul thou gr.tunte me. 

With fladur and Sone and flolygost. 

That R^pieth God in Trinite. Amen. 

P, 35. 

I have given this in full, but without marking the foot-divisions, as a good 
excursive example in the infinite and delicate diversities lumped under the 
clumsy title-muddle of ** four-accent *’ metre. 
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Devil. ’’ 


hardly be expected.^ XXL, alternate eights of eights, 
and XXIL, quatrains to match. XXIII., a version of the 
Psalterium Marine of Albertus Magnus, is not very good 
and very rough ballad metre, the odd lines often shortened, 
as is XXIV., another of the same form, the original being 
attributed to Aquinas. The great length of both these 
pieces, and the probably suppo.sed necessity of keeping 
to the divisions of the Latin, may account for their 
inferiority. XXV., a third Ave Maria, is in Romance 
sixes, and better, the same metre being followed in 
XXVI. and XXVII. XXVIII. is in alternate rhymed 
eights. The batch (remnant of a much larger one) of 
“Miracles of Our Lady” which fills XXIX. is, as we 
should expect, for the most part in the usual octosyllabic 
couplet, but diverges into the alternate rhymed quatrain 
and the alliterative couplet or quatrain, with one or two 
excursions. The same metres prevail in four or five long 
poems that follow ; but two others, which complete the 
first volume in the E.E.T.S. edition, fall into quite a 
different class and require separate treatment. The.se 
arc “The Dispute between a Good Man and the Devil 
(XXXVI 1 .) and “The Castle of Love” (XXXVIII.). 
They present certain points of resemblance, as well as 
others of contrast, with Hampole’s famous Prick of Con¬ 
science, which may be taken with them. 

The most interesting, though by far the least known 
of the three, is “ The Dispute between a Good Man and 
the Devil,” which, metrically speaking, is an Ingoldsby 
Legend of the fourteenth century. No other poem shows 
the ease with which the stricter metre and the looser 
rhythm had come to keep house together in English, and 


* Con)|)are also Vernon, fourth stan/a— 

Lord, in ur wiitcs tend thi liht. 

And in ur hertes thi love sencle ; 

Ur bodi feblenessc thorwh thi nnht 
Strengthe hit evere wiih-outcn ende. 

and Dryden— 

Refine and purge our earthy p.arts. 
liut oh ! intianie and hre our hearts ; 
Our frailties help, our \ice control, 
Submit the senses to the soul. 

Etc. 
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the satisfactory results of the mihiagc. The Dispute begins 
with eight lines of octosyllabic couplet, showing no liberty 
except that of the anacrusis, or initial monosyllabic foot. 
But, the story once begun, it launches suddenly into 
Robert-of-Gloucester fourteeners or ballad-metre for a 
distich, contracting itself into what is almost a deca* 
syllabic couplet forthwith. Nay, to cover the whole range 
of standard foot-arrangement at once, there is even a 
pretty complete Alexandrine here and there, as at line 
16. And henceforward the versifier fingers this range 
from sixes to fourteeners without, ii inny be allowed, very 
much poetical power, but with astonishing case and 
technical skill. His lines arc never unscannablc ; they 
never betray the least sign of that metrical inability and 
trouble which is so evident a hundred years earlier, and 
which reappears less and more than a hundred years later. 
He has got his tuning-fork adjustcil, and his ear and 
tongue and hand follow it, and each other, through the 
most apparently eccentric windings without any difficulty 
at all.^ The system of the foot—iambic as a rule, but with 

* Swilln* iimclu- Tu*orl« hit is 

Tliiit iii'h« moil Ik; war atul wy. 

To kc'p<* him from th<.’ ffiuJrs loi*.— 
ffor lie fonrh.'th eiH‘r-incire. 

Am] that mowi-ii alto 1 -wiicii 
As hit is in iho Hok l-virin n. 

I wol o\v li-Ilc, iis 1 con, 

How ihc ffiid Icinplclh a Mon.— 

Hit wn.s uppon an haly-rhiy ; In an hcigli fc.stc ot tlie yore , 
Miiclie folk w.as to flnirohe gop : Godfs word for to here ; 

The Preost of the chirche undud<* the gosfx:I 
And IokhIc! his parischc-ns. as ho coiitho wel, 

And bad her.i oixrnly nync good yeme 
Hou thoi .schutden god wi:l cjueine 
And schenden tlic fotile fend of holte, 

That fondelh ouore dichc nionnus soule to qwolle. 

, When the prest liedde I-sfxiUon & don what tie wolde, 

The folk wentc hamward, as right was thei sidioldo. 

/bid. i. p. 329, tl. »-l8. 

Divided examples:— 

t, a. Swi|the muche neo|de hit is 

That uicbe mon | l>e war j and wy's. 

9, 10. Hit was j uppon ] an ha]ly-day | ; In an heigh j foste of | the yere ; 
Muche ) folk was | to cbur.che gon ; Godes j word for | to here ; 

16. That fonfdcth eu{ere ilijcbe mon-iius soujle to qwelle. 

33. The wikiked fend j of bellje ther jof hedjde onde. 
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equivalents from trisyllable to monosyllable permitted— 
is obviously quite at his mastery : he can mow this 
meadow in the most complicated swathes with perfect 
proportion and success. 

We have two English versions of Grostdte’s Chdteau 
cTAmoury which are at least as interesting to compare 
from our present point of view as from any other. The 
first of these is couched in that form of octosyllabic 
couplet, with occasional extension to decasyllabic, which 
is so noticeable at this period, and of which we shall 
have more to say pre.scntly. It handles this mixture—if 
mixture it is to be called—freely enough, but does not 
go beyond it The second version, however, attributed 
to a monk of Savvley, approximates much closer to the 
elaborate freedom of the Dispute^ but with less variety 
and at the same time less surcncss of touch. The writer 
begins with a block of rather roughly rhythmical eights, 
and changes from it to a similar block of tens,’^ which 


* .Specially to Ik* notetl. They occur 

Who-so ■w<-lf tliinki'.s, wrli* niay viy, 
flor ol KO'l‘‘ thijRlues eoiiii s jjode dedcs ay. 

Clod send us thot'lit to his plvsyng, 
lu W'hos frr wil hvnR< all ihyui*. 

He is nod .uul lord of niynhics luast, 

The fader and sotie and lialinast; 

In Rodhod are ihise jK'rsones tiue. 

And all are on |;;od in tnnite ; 

None is othir of thise pervon.*. thre, 

Hut alii* are on god and ay sal lx;. 

Oun* ntede is to irowe this with stable thoght, 
Al-lic-hit that niannes .skil prouts it noghi ; 

Hot when wc sal se go<l clerly, 

Than sal uc knaue this witerlv, 

f y of the world 

(*od tn vj dayes made Ixjthe erlhc & heuen, 

.\nd, to niak.: li.dld.iy, cessed at the seuen. 
Heuen wn.s cx-cupid with angele.s kynde, 
Kuerniore on god for to haue thair mynde— 

Bot many thorgh pride fel in to helle, 

Thar sal thei all mith-outcn ende dwelle. 

Hothc sunne and nione [iiiorj bright thai w'are 
Then seuenfold then thay now are. 

And all erthli thing more vertuous, 

Bi'for Adam thurgh synne w.-is vicious ; 

And ilk a best sul[d] haue bowed to mannes will, 
Had he nener bi way of synne don none ill. 
When god had the world so parfit made 
'fbat no partie of hit defaut hade, 
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extend themselves, in a still rough but distinct procession 
or telescopy, to twelves and fourteeners. And this system 
he pursues, seeming on the whole to prefer the longer lines 
to the shorter, and as a rule, though not universally, using 
them in blocks and not attempting the agile variety of 
the Dispute, It is no doubt just as well, for the man*s 
ear was obviously not a very good one, and if he had 
attempted the full " Ingoldsby" legerdemain he would 
probably have made a very great mess of it. But he is 
quite as valuable a document for his time as if he had 
possessed the technique of Barham or of Banville. 

But it is time to come, if only for a moment, to the 
most interesting single figure in English verse of the 
fourteenth century before Chaucer—a figure dim and 
legendary, no doubt, and with its actual literary work 
not so much difficult as impossible to authenticate, but 
both striking and .stable in its shadowiness—Richard 
Rolle of Hampolc. 

The nearly ten thousand lines of the Prick of Con-' Hampoi«. 
science^ display the lesser, but newer and in a .sense more 
momentous, of the two extensions of the octosyllable that 
we have been surveying, flampolc never expatiates into 

Then of erth lit* riiatk* Aiiaiii, of nuin aj;;**, 

To his hknes in snn]>- hi* \s.i.s & his ymaKc. 

Of a nb of Adam >yd»*. whi-ti ht* Iny sleprind, 

God may Kne, that sho lo him suld ay lie k<*pnml. 

Of on goil matle al man-kyndc, for ilkon siild Uiut* other 
And non lil other do wrong rnor then til hi-, brother. 

What lyf inyglit mor lie schewird to man in rhanU; , 

Then in saulc make him lik to the haly irinite, 

Make him lord of al the world, ful of vcriues:, & wise, 

Make him eir of heueii-blis & sette him in paradin, 

Thare he and all that come of him myght leue witb-outen deyng. 

If thay use the frut of lif & kefie wel gcKles biddyng. 

Of all the trees of pttradis bi goddis biddyng thei suit! t:te, 

But the frut of the tre of wetyng of gotle an<l ille thei suUl lete ; 

What tyme as thei etc of that, thai siild forfrt ihair heritage 
& lie oblischid to deth He. helle-payne, thai & all thair iynngc;. 

Bot, if thai had kepid wel .all goddis biddyng, 

Thai siild haue leued joyfully, & all thair ofspring, 

Til thai had ben tan til heuen, to fille that fair place 
That thurgh pride of lucifer & his feres voyde was ; 

Tbare thai suld haue had mor ioyc than hert may tbenk or tunge telle, 

& neuer non of thair kynd suld haue sufTride payn of helle. 

IHd, i. pp. 407-409, U. 1-50. 

* Ed. Morris, Philological Society, 1863. 
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the fourteener, and if there are any Alexandrines it must 
be more or less accidental ; but he frequently * drops 
a decasyllabic couplet, and his individual lines not very 
seldom allow themselves hyper-catalexis to the same 
extent, while they simply swarm with equivalences. 

But it is in the minor poems, attributed not so probably 
to Hampole himself as to his later disciples and successors, 
that the most astoni.shing examples of the completed 
combination of metre and “ swing ” exist. They may not 
be quite so early as most of the poems with which we are 
dealing; yet examples, certainly in the Vernon^ with 
which \vc have dctalt and shall deal, make this by no 
means impossible. The two most wonderful are the 
exquisite piece beginning — 

My ircues>t treasure so traiti>rly taken 

( Horsiinann's i. 72), 

of which I have already remarked elsewhere" that it 
anticipates Mr. Swinburne’s music five hundred years 
later ; and the very vtiluablc “ li. I. O. ” which, in its most 
perfect form, gives the full sway and swing of the AV/ 
Broune Maid itself, liut to these we may return when 
we come, in the next Book, to this last-named jewel, and 
to the complicated lyrics of the Mystery PlaJ^s. 

Continuing the Vernon (E.E.T.S., Pt. 2), XXXIX. is in 
alternately rhymed octosyllabic quatrains,and XI.. in mono- 

lie iiiav I Ih- li kencl atitl I hf j es I llyUo than 
'ril l*es tes that | na skyilh* no wU.te can. 

11. 606, 607. 

The Inijghes or j the rirjmcs «ith j the hundes, 

.Ami the ] legges | witl* the j fete [ that standcs. 

11. 680. 681. 

For .a gri'lte clerk | s.i\s that j hight Uerlthelmewe 
That tw.a | worUlcs | cr prinicipally | to shewe. 

11. 966, 967. 

There are scores anti perhaps hundreds of other.':. Perhaps I may as well 
here counter, once for all, an objection which may he made by some, that, 
according to their ideas, English wa.s then pronounced in a way which will 
not admit of my scansions. They may be right nr wrong as to their pronun- 
ciation—I have never seen any real evitlence in their favour. But that the 
words have the of mine, whether they have the momentary actuality 

or not, is a fact obvious and insuperable. 

* Short History of English Literature, p. 76. 1 refer to Itylus. 
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rhymed ditto, as is XLI. XLII. is in octosyllabic staves 
on two alternate rhymes ; XLI 11 , in similar octaves of 
sixes ending with one of eights. This later scheme re¬ 
appears in XLIV., but with much uncertainty of arrange¬ 
ment, whether deliberate or not it is hard to say. The 
Hrst stanza is rhymed ababcede ; in the others the even 
lines arc mono-rhymed, while the odd ones are blank. But 
XLV. returns to the regular form of the stanza. XLVI. 
is in the sixteen-line stanza of mostly short lines, aaaby ceeb^ 
dddbyceeb^ which we have noted in Romance. XLVI I. is 
in Romance twelves and XLVI 11 , in Romance sixes— 
The Proverbs of Prophct.s,” etc. XI dX. translates Latin 
first into French and then into English quatrains, sixain.s, 
or octaves, usucally in octosyllabics, but sometimes with an 
extra foot; and the same process is observed in " Little " 
and ” Great ” “ Cato ” ( 1 ..) (quaint things made up of Latin, 
French, and Flnglish), though the tendency here is rather to 
shorten than to lengthen the octosyllable.^ LI. (the rather 
w'ell-known Stations of Rome) is in octo.syllabic couplet. 

Two alliterative pieces follow : the later, the beautiful, 
well-known, and already noticed Pistyl of S^veet SusanCy 
with its thirtccn-lincd arrangement of body, bob and 
wheel ; the earlier, mainly in thirteen-line stanzas, rhymed 
like SusanCy but the lengths different, the first and 
last a very odd creation " of no less than seventeen lines 
aabaabaabaabcdddCy 44444444444468886, but compres- 
sible into nine as below. LIV. is in couplets. 

’ The “Great Cato” man ai'>oIogises punctiliously at the end. 

The roerueyles of thise nakede vers 
Beoth maked hi two nmt two: 

The schortnessc of iny luitcl wit 
Dude me cn-Ioynen hem so. 

Vernon, ii. p. 609, 11 . 633*036. 

2 Ourc ladi free, on Rode ireo, made hire rnon : 

IIco seid, ^*on the, the fruit of me, i.s wo bigon ; 

Mi fruit I SCO, in blo^li hico, among his fon ; 

Serwe I SCO, the veines fleo, from blotlt l)on. 

Cros, thou dost no troulhe. 

On a pillori my fruit to pinne. 

He hath no spot of Adam sinne : 
ffiesch and veines nou fleo a-twinne ; 

W'Tierfore I rede of routhe. /hid. ii. p. 6f2, .st.in7.a f. 

(For metre cf. Tusser, p. 32S.) 
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The thirty poems which make up number LV. are 
almost throughout written to refrains, and in stanzas 
mostly composed of eights, alternately rhymed, but 
arranged with slight differences ; the b rhyme being very 
often caught up from the even to the odd lines in the 
second half of the verse. The few short poems from 
MS. Digby 86, which complete the second volume of the 
E.E.T.S. edition of the Vernon Shorter Poems give, I 
think, nothing new. 

In Laurence Minot,' the one named (though hardly 
known) writer of the exact middle of the century, there is 
nothing very original either in matter or in form, but the 
latter shows an attempt to smooth out and regularise 
after a somewhat mechanical fashion. I. is in octaves of 
eights rhymed ababahb. II., 

Skates ] out of Herjwik and of | Aberdene ) 

At the I liannokburn | war | zc to kene, 

shows with what case the old accented line settles to 
fairly regular anapai^sts. III. is the familiar admixture of 
octosyllabic couplet and Romjince six, both fairly if not 
perfectly regular. IV. repeats the anapaests, keeping more 
alliteration than in the former instance; V. is in octaves 
of threes, rhymed like the eights of I.; to which VI. retunis 
after a couplet prologue ; and VII. follows suit. VIII. is 
a “ Ouccn-in-the-parlour ” kept .short in this fashion :— 

Sir David the Druse 
Was at dyslance, 

When Edward the Dalioife 
Rade with his lanf e, 

a form which Minot liked well enough to keep it in IX. 
and X.* As he writes in a distinctly northern dialect, we 
may perhaps safely note in him that greater precision of 
stanza which will distinguish poets in Scots, and which is 
the complement of their tendency to alliterative scansion. 

* Repeatedly edited from Ritson to Mr. Joseph Hall; some in Mortis 
and Skeat. 

’ If any one likes, he may say that this is the same as II., and that both 
are only Robert of Gloucester and so Poema Morale. I have already referred 
to the Appendix for my view of the metamorphoses of the fourteener and its 
<kasse~crois^ with the anapaest. 
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Gower ^ requires much less notice than Chaucer, for Gower, 
the simple reason that, great as is the bulk of his work in 
English, it is, with trifling exceptions, all written in one 
metre, and that one of which we have said a great deal 
already. His French and Latin exercises, much more 
metrically various and complicated, do not here concern us, 
except that the ease with which he manages them shows 
the great effect which these two prosodies must have had 
on the trilingual generation of writers who had to do, 
at this momentous time, with the practical foundation— 
not of English prose and poetry, but- - of modern English 
poetry and modern English prose. 

Gower’s management of his octosyllable, however, has Hia oeto- 
quite interest enough in itself to occupy us for a page or 
two. In a certain sense, its age and its accomplishment 
being taken together, it is the capital example, in English, 
of the unequivalenced variety of the metre. It has less 
vigour and variety than Chaucer’s, but runs much more 
easily; it seems to be written as much con amore as 
Chaucer’s was written against the grain. It was, I have 
little doubt, directly in the eye and mind of Wither and 
Browne when they wrote in the early sevimteenth century, 
and while it may have had direct iniluence, as well as 
through them, on Keats, in the admirable liifc of St. Mark^ 
it certainly influenced directly, as well as through him and 
them, Mr. William Morris, the actual author of the greatest 
examples of it in English, taking bulk and merit together. 

It must therefore be worth a little examination. 

The exceptions above noted—the decasyllabic Sup- Hi* other 
plication of the Eighth Book and the short piece 
In Praise of Peace —show much the same general 
characteristics as the octosyllables, Dr. Schipper’s dis¬ 
covery of roughness in them being only one of those 
instances which show how hardly a foreigner shall 

* E^very student of Knglish poetry must acknowledge the debt which we 
owe to Mr. G. C. Macaulay for at last providing us, in the Clarendon Press 
issue (4 vols. Oxford, 1899-1902), with a complete and trustworthy edition 
of an author whose piecemeal and slovenly presentation, up to our time, had 
been a positive scandal to English liookmaking. If here, as in relation to 
Chaucer, I take prosodic views rather different from Professor Macaulay’s, I am 
all the more indebted to him for supplying a stable foundation to my own. 
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appreciate these things.^ But their amount is too small to 
necessitate study.^ In the octosyllable, the uncompromising 
adoption of the French, or syllabically uniform, system is 
the first thing noticeable. There may be a few excep¬ 
tions, but they are very few, and as a rule Gower trusts 
to syncopation, or actual compounding of syllables, rather 
than to addition, while he also avoids the seven-syllable lines 
in which Chaucer revels. He does begin with a trochee 
—a proceeding which can give no pause or difficulty to 
any but very fanatics of “ accent.” Even Mr. Macaulay, 
whose description of Gower’s versification as an adaptation 
of French syllabic to English accentual scansion I 
could not quite accept, justly says “this is not so much a 
displacement of the actual accent as a trochaic com> 
mcncement, after the fashion which has established itself 
as an admitted variety in English poetry.” The frequent 
syncope is almost always before liquids, after the fashion 
which, in Milton, has made some adopt what seems to me 
a false theory of prosody. And nearly, though not quite 
always, the MSS. (which are suppo.sed to be more authen¬ 
tically representative of the author’s own writing than 
most that we have) adopt the ugly “jamming together ” of 
“ the ” and more rarely “ to.” Whether the words were so 
pronounced, or merely made subject to slide or slur, must 
be matter of opinion —and opinions may also differ how 
far this preciseness contributes to the merits and defects 
of his work. The immense length of his poem, and the 
heterogeneous character of its contents, have no doubt, in 
modern times, done him at least as much harm as they 
secured him respect in his own, and those immediately 
following. He deserves, equally beyond doubt, no small 
credit for his accomplishment in a certain kind and 
degree of style, and for the almost complete manner in 
which he has mastered and applied his own conception of 

^ It is but fair to say ih.n natives as well a.s foieigners arc only Uxj apt to 
shut their eyes, with aliiu).st ludicrous obstinacy, to that equivalence which 
makes so many rough places smooth. CT<^\\er does not indulge in it much, 
but he doe.s .sometimes. 

- They should t>e l.aken into account by any one who wishes to make a 
thorough discu-ssion i>f rhyme-royal after Chaucer. 

® y. $»/, on Chaucer. 




ciiAr. nr 


MISCELLANEOUS METRICAL POETRY 


141 


the metre which he uses. And I am bound to say that the 
more I read Gower (and I have read him a good deal, both 
before and since Mr. Macaulay’s edition for the first time 
did him justice) the less I am inclined to think him 
merely an example of polished long - windcdncss and 
accomplished monotony. But I do not think that he can 
ever be entirely cleared from these charges, and though it 
may seem unfair, I believe that his conception and execu¬ 
tion of metre had a good deal to do with this. And I 
am confirmed in this belief by the chief instance in which 
he shook himself free from these defects—the really 
magnificent and should - be - well - known climax of the 
Medea story, where the sorccre.ss perfects her spells.* 
Here the glamour of the legend has itself acted as a spell 
on Gower and has warmed him up. Therefore he could be 
warmed. IClsevvhere it has not ; therefore there was some¬ 
thing that cooled the warmth. The something was not 
the matter, for in the myriad tales he tells there arc 
others nearly as good as this. It was not his language, 
which is always competent if seldom consummate. 
Therefore it is at least po.ssiblc that it was his metre. 

Supposing, for the sake of argument, that it was, there 
is not much difficulty in assigning the cause. Gower, 
completing for Middle English the succession begun by 


* Thus it vjMm a n>ht. 

Whan ther was noj^ht hnt slorrelihi, 
Sclie was vanysshl rilit as hir hstc, 
That no wyht IkjI hirself it wiste ; 
And that was at[t]fi mydnyht tyde*; 
The world w’as stillc on eucry side. 
With open heil and fot al bare, 

Ilir her tospra<l, sche gan to fare ; 
Vpon hir clothes gert sclie was, 

Al spechelcs, and on the gras 
Schc ghxl forth as an addre doth. 
Non otherwise sche ne goth. 

Til .st:hc cam to the freisshe Hod, 

And there a while schc withstod. 
TTtries sche toriied hire alwute, 

And thries ek sche gan doun loute ; 
And in the flf>d schc weltc hir her. 
And thries on the water ther 
Sche gaspeth with a drccchinge ondc. 
And tho sche tok hir speche on hondc. 


Forsl sche began Ui clepe aii<t calle 
Vp\var<l vnlo the sterres aile ; 

To wynd, t<j air, to see, to hmd 
.Scht* preide, and ek liield vp hir h<ind; 
To Kchali's anfl gan to cric. 

Which is godclcssf of snrceric : 

Sche seide, “ lJt*l]>etii at this nedc. 
And as ye niaden me to spede 
Whan lason cam tin; h'lecs to seche, 
So helpe me nov, 1 you l>esfche.” 
With that scht, loketh, and was war, 
Ihtiifi tro the sky ther r.-m a char. 
The which dragtmns aboufe rlrowc. 
And tho schc gan hir bed doun laiwe. 
And vp schc styh, and faire and wel 
Schc drof forth Ix^lhe char and whel 
Alujve in lhaii among the skyes. 

Ed, cit. iii. pjj. 54*55, Bk. v. 
3957*3993 » Morris and Skeat, 
ii, pp. 274, 275, n. 131-1O7. 
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the author of The Ouil and the Nightin^^alet and declining 
that headed by him of Genesis and Exodus^ has followed 
the French in rejecting' foot-elasticity, with the result of 
meeting the same—“ disasters ” is perhaps too strong a 
word, but—inconveniences, which they met. The liability 
of the French octosyllable to a sort of skipping-rope 
monotony, insignificant and even a little irritating, has 
been acknowledged in its own country, and certainly 
cannot escape any one out of it. And Gower generally 
does nothing to obviate or evade the danger. He does 
not, indeed, observe the strict hemistich caisura, which, in 
the most extraordinary of his many extraordinary 
crotchets, Guest so solemnly censured Milton for dis¬ 
regarding. He avails himself freely, and perhaps more 
judiciously than Chaucer, of the paragraph-pause in the 
middle of a couplet. But, as we have said and seen, he 
is plus quain Chaucerian on syllabic uniformity, and he will 
not even allow himself the advantage of a period in the 
middle of the line. With these limitations, and with 
the further drawback of the very simple construction 
of his period as it stands, the result was more or less 
unavoidable. But we must never forget or undervalue 
the immense value of the example of accomplished 
prosody which Gower set so far as he w'enL In fact, it is 
hardly fantastic or obvious to say that if one could have 
bespoken three prosodic teachers for England at this 
moment, it would have been impossible to improve upon 
Chaucer, Gower, and Langland. We have seen what the 
second did in this chapter. We shall see what the 
third did in a later one. But the first must have a place 
to himself. 

* Not entirely. Even Mr. Macaulay, who regard.s a trisyllabic foot as 
not a trisyllabic foot but an instance of a superfluous syllable to be accounted 
for, admits the existence of such syllables at iv. 1131, v. 447, v. 2914, v. 5011. 
And I could add many. 
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Plan of campaign—What Chaucer had belme him in prosody— 
His work: The Romaunt of the AVjc -The early “Minor 
Poems ”—The ABC and its stan/a—l^hetorical prosody— 
'J‘he Complaint unto Rhyme-royal — 'J'he Book of the 

Duchess —The Complaint of Mars -The Parliament of Foules 
—The other Minors—Their lesson —Troilus anUCreseide- The 
House of h'ame —Cadence, note —The decasyllabic : retrospect 
of its origin ; and study of its virtues -'I'he Jxficml of iit*od 
IVomen — Digression on dilliculties —'I'he trux of text— 
“Critical” editions of the classifs and of Middle English — 
Solid points for discussion: the stanza forms -The lines-- 
Decapitation or initial monosyllabic foot Trisyllabic feet— 
Elision and Slur— Trisyllabirs proper- -Alexandrines-—Syllable- 
values—Rhyme—Note on “ Chauceiiana.” 


We now come to what would have been regarded, not so pi«n of 
very long ago, as the starting-point, but what is in reality 
only the centre (if not even the real end) of the first stage 
of our enquiry—the jirosody of Chaucer. Something of 
what has to be said as to his * relations with his fore¬ 
runners and older contemporaries will fall best into the 
Interchapter which follows this book, but something also 
must be said here. Then we may give, in our usual 
fashion, a survey of the actual prosody of Chaucer's 
actual works, a survey which will not neglect the modern 
theories about them wholly, and which will always admits 
for quoting, the most modern texts, but which will be 
mainly based on very many years’ actual reading of 
Chaucer and Chaucer's predecessors and followers. After 
this it will be convenient to make a minuter study of 
foot- and verse-arrangement, syllabic values, rhyme, and 

*43 
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the like. 1 may add that though, as will be seen, 1 
cannot agree with the principles on which some of the 
Chaucerian fringe has been cut off the garment, 1 shall 
confine myself, in the text of this chapter, to the matter of 
Dr. Skeat’s Students Chaucer and the Globe edition.' 

Whai Chaucer Those who have done me the honour to read the pre- 
iif pr^osody Ceding pagcs will have a tolerably clear idea of what any 
man of fair education, and of interest in poetry, had, as 
prosodic data, about the seventh decade of the fourteenth 
century, towards the end of which Chaucer probably began. 
And certain slight additions can be made from internal 
evidence as to what he personally and actually had before 
him. Such a man, or such a poet, might belong to either 
(or to both) of the two great schools of purely metrical 
and purely alliterative prosodians. VVe know that, as 
a matter of practice, Chaucer, “ a southern man,” belonged 
to the former, and from the famous disclaimer of " rym 
ram ruff” * we may not unfairly conclude that he belonged 
to it as a matter of positive preference. What sort of 
prosodic models he had before him in English we may 
judge from the Auchinleck MS., apparently written some 
twenty years before, and the Vernon MS., apparently 
written not ten years after, his probable dtbut. The con¬ 
tents of both of these have been elaborately analysed and 
discussed in the preceding pages. He would find in 
them “ octosyllabic couplets and Romance sixes, the staples 
of English verse; but he would also find a veiy large 
number of more elaborate stanzas— the whole reducible, 
though never as yet by any preceptist reduced, to a system 
of foot-division, or of accent-grouping, according to taste. 

But he had more means, material, machinery, at his 
dispo.sal than those furnished by tlie pure vernacular. 
That he could have written trilingually, as Gower did with 
complete ea.se if not with complete scholarship, in English, 

* I prefer the latter, on the whole, a.s presenting a text rather less '* made 
up*’ according to theory. 

® I give Gascoigne’s form in his Notes. The MSS. of the Parson's 
Prologue seem to vary Ijetween rum and roni. 

* As the jierversity of some readers is only not incalculable, let me prevent 

^ it by observing that I do not mean by “them” the two MSS., but their 

contents. Some of those of the Auchinleck are mentioned in Sir Tkopets. 
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French, and Latin, there is no evidence one way or another; 
that he did not so write there is at least the evidence that 
no such writing exists. But as every educated man of 
his generation still necessarily was (though according to 
the great passage of Trevisa^ things were actually chang¬ 
ing) he was perfectly familiar with French, which, as it 
happened, had for a century and more betaken itself to 
extremely elaborate, very strict, and in some cases very 
beautiful arrangements of prosodic form. And his earliest 
probable stage was occupied with direct translations and 
almost as direct imitations of French poetry. If not a 
Latin scholar—few people in his day deserved that name 
out of Italy, if many in it—he was familiar with Latin 
classical authors to some extent, and with the Dark and 
Middle Age writers to a large one. In particular, the 
Vulgate, and the hymns and services of the church, he 
must have known by heart. Everything points to his 
having, in somewhat later days, had a direct knowledge of 
Italian, which already possessed in Dante the greatest,' 
and in Petrarch and Boccaccio two of the most formally 
accomplished, of European men of letters, in prose and 
verse, for a thousand years past. His linguistic-literary 
equipment is not likely to have extended further, but this 
was a sufficiently wide range. 

The Romaunt of the Rost\ which is usually put in the His work, 
front of Chaucer’s works, is one of those which have fallen 
under the suspicion of modern scholars for reasons, many 
of which do not touch our subject,* while the principal one 
that does touch it seems impossible of argument.® To be 
as accommodating as may be, however, let us say that the 

’ This will be referred to again. 

^ Chaucer’s remarks on Dante in the Legemt, if accidentally ielicitous, are 
one of Che oddest examples of accidental felicity in criticism. 

* I repeat regretfully, respectfully, Vjut peremptorily and irrev<jcably, that 
it is impossible to argue with jiersons who say that Chaucer never rhymes 
Vioyf, and then admit that he did in Sir 7 'h 0 />as, and say that it can easily 
be explained. Of course it can—by the fact that if he ever made a rule of the 
kind at one time he broke it at another—and in no second way. This un¬ 
fortunate luifu of the late Mr. Bradshaw must, I supfxjse, be allowed to have 
its day ; it will cease to be in time, like other things of the same kind. Mean¬ 
while, let it be now observed that the various discussions alxiut the English ^ 

Romaunt, and the way in which its parts are chopped and changed by this 

VOL. I L 
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English Romaunt of the Rose^ whether Chaucer's or not, 
displays with rare exceptions, though perhaps with those 
exceptions, no very great advance upon, and even no 
very great difference from, precedent octosyllabic couplet 
work, especially such (the great majority) as is translated 
from French. 

The author or authors seems or seem to have suf- 
hciently realised the first secret of music in this'metre— 
the overrunning of the line ; and less fully the second, 
that of the overrunning of the couplet. The third, 
the putting of a full stop at the end of the first line, 
which relieves the variety of the verse paragraph, is also 
known. There is a little, but not much, equivalence :' 
but there is very little, if anything, of the other secret, 
which Chaucer afterwards learnt so thoroughly, of alternat¬ 
ing lines of strict and full iambic cadence with those where 
a monosyllabic foot at the beginning turns that cadence to 
trochaic. Nor is there much understanding of pause- 
variation, though sometimes we find a full stop early in 
the line.® The value for us of the whole piece, however, 
is lessened by the preciseness with which (in part at least) 
it keeps to its original. The languages were by this 
time close enough to each other to make this easy, and 
when there was any difficulty it scarce required the wit 
of a Chaucer to supply such a cheville as 


for 


An emperesse or croivned queen 
D’estre emperieris ou roine 


(though it may be observed that “ crowned ” is a distinct 
improvement to the sound, if not to the sense of the 
line), or 

The lusty folk that danced there 


and that distributor, are characteristic. In this book we do not rope>dance, 
but keep to solid paths, and where the paths are not solid we do not care 
to walk. * 

* More than in Gower, less than in most of the romances. 

* E.g. 632a— 

As I. For 1 come never in toune. 

Near this are some lines which / should take as slipped decasyllabics. 
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for 


Atnsi karoloient illecqucs. 


On the whole, however, the poem is fairly free from the 
abominable stock > stuffings—“verament,” “ everichone,” 
and the like—which are so frequent elsewhere. But it 
has little new for us.' 

The so-called “ Minor Poems” of the P'rench period, the 
majority of which are fortunately unchallenged, have more. 
The use of elaborate, and even very elaborate, stanzas 
was, as we know well, not itself a novelty ; we have them 
in very fair perfection, and in v’cry groat variety, as far 
back as the Harleian Lyrics, which were pretty certainly 
written half a century, and may have been written the 
best part of a century, before Chaucer's time. But with 
rare exceptions, most of which have been pointed out, 
these stanzas do not run quite easily, and the exceptions 
themselves arc due rather to inspiring force of subject—to 
a little passing gust of ix)etry in feeling—than to assured 
craftsmanship. Now, as has been .said above, the French 
had for more than a century been writing elaborate forms 
of poetry most sedulously, and had turned out, in several 
different kinds of continuous stanza, and in the smaller 
integers of triolet, rondeau, ballade, and the like, the 
most artificial perhaps, but certainly not the least artful 
and artistic, of poetic arrangements. 


* An extract, however, may Ije desirable 


Hjr heer was as yelowe of hewe 
As ony basyn scoured newe, 

Hir flesh [as] tendre .is is :i chike, 
With bente browis smothe ai'd slykc ; 
And by mesurc large were 
The openyng of hir yen clere ; 

Hir nose of good proporcioun, 

Hit yen grey as is a faiicoun ; 

With swele breth and wel savoun,‘d, 
Hir face white and wel coloured, 

With litel mouth and rouodc to see ; 
A ciovc chynne eke haddc she, 

Hir nckke was of good fasoun, 

In leugtbe and gretnevsse by rcscjun, 
Withoute bleync, scabix:, or royne ; 
Fro lersalem unto Burgoyne 
Ther nys a fairer nckke, i-wys. 

To fele bow smothe and softe it is. 


Hir Ihrotc also whilf* of bewe 
As silowc on ixaunche snowed ncwc. 
(.)f Ixxly ful wcl wrought was she. 
Men iit'ded not in no cuiurc 
A fairer Ixidy forto seke. 

.'\nrl of fyn orfrays hadde she eke 
A chapciet so semly oon 
Ne werede never mayde upon. 

And fairc alnive that chapel'it 
A rose gwland had she seti. 

•She hurlfle [in hondc] a gay mirrour. 
And with a riche gold tresour 
Hir hcetl was tressed, qiicyntely. 

Mir sieves sewid fetously, 

And forto kcfx: hir horidis fairc 
Of gloves white she had a paire. 

.^nd .she hadde on a cole of grene 
Of cloth of Gaunt, withoulen wene. 

11 - 539 * 574 . 


'ITks early 
•' Minor 
Poems.” 
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rb^ABC 
and its stanza. 


In what is sometimes supposed to be his very first 
work, the A B C —in what certainly may be his first 
as well as any other—there are divers noteworthy things. 
Like the Romauni^ it is a direct translation ; but, unlike 
the Romaunt, it does not follow the prosody of its original, 
but innovates in a remarkable way. That original is in a 
twelve-line stanza of octosyllables rhymed aabaabbbcbbc, 
Chaucer shortens the stanza and lengthens the line, using 
eight decasyllabics rhymed ababbebe} Now this instinc¬ 
tive and early striking out for the great staple line of 
English poetry is a prosodic fact, the importance of which 
cannot be overrated. It had for centuries been one of 
the staples (it was perhaps the oldest of all) in French, and 
it corresponded (with the necessary difference in the two 
languages) to the hcndecasyllable which had established 
itself as the .staple of Italian. But though there had 
been, as we have seen, sporadic examples of it, and even 
of its couplet, in English, it had never been staple, had 
never been used continuously and deliberately, had never 
even made frequent appearance. Yet Chaucer, as to the 
manner born, seems to have hardly the slightest difficulty 
with it. That he is a beginner is perhaps shown by the 
facts, not merely that he wields it with less varied ease 
than later, but that he writes it with some severity. 
There is possible trisyllabic equivalence in one or two 
places 


and 


Haven of refute, of quiete and of reste, 
Ever hath myn hope of refut been in thee, 


where, of course, some folk would apply their rule of 
elision before liquids, and scan “ hav’n ” and " ev’r.” He 
has some double rhymes that are not feminine, such as 

Al myghty and al mercvable Queene. 

To whom that al this world flfcth for socour 
To kave relee.s of sinne, of sorwe, and teene ! 

Glorious Virgine, of alle floures flour. 

To thee I flee confounded in errour. 

Help, and releeve, thou mihli delx>najTe, 

Have mercy on ray perilous langour .' 

Venquisshed me hath my cruel adrersatre. 
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“ never ” and “ ever,” where the same note may be made 
if any one likes. He does not appear to trouble himself 
with the French decasyllabic ciesura at the fourth syllable, 
for though it sometimes appears, it is quite as often absent. 

Indeed, as we see from Gascoigne—much later but almost 
as early as we have an opportunity of seeing anything of 
the kind—a rational idea grew up (even in times which 
had the superstition of this caesura) that it was less bind¬ 
ing in stanza than in couplet. Still, where he dares a 
full, or verj'^ strong, stop in the middle of a line, it is 
generally at this fourth syllable. 

This last point brings us to the consideration of a Khctoricai 
new class of prosodic characteristics, which it has been P'^osody. 
hardly worth while to consider earlier, the class which 
may be called rhetorical - prosodic; where devices are 
employed, not immediately or not wholly for versifica¬ 
tion, but as they might be employed in prose, to enhance 
the beauty of sound. These, except of a very rudi¬ 
mentary description, can only be found when a language 
and its writers have arrived at a certain point of accom- 
pli.shment. Such a thing as the sharp pull-up just 
noticed' is itself of them, though on the more prosodic 
side. Two others to be mentioned now incline rather 
to the rhetorical. One of these, the least noticeable, 
though neither is unnoticcable here, is the well-known 
reduplication of synonyms, as in 

Haven of refute, of quiet^ and of reste, 

which has nothing whatever to correspond to it in the French. 

Still more noteworthy is the first sign of that epanaphora^ 
or trick of beginning successive lines with the same word 
or wprds, which Chaucer afterwards indulged in very 
freely, and which his successors, including even the earlier 
Elizabethans, not seldom abused ; 

O verrey light of cyen that ben blynde, 

O verrey lust of labour and distresse. 

The Complaint unto Pity^ even if it be not (as some 
1 As in 1 . la— 

Axeth th3rn bdpe. Thyn berte is ay 90 free. • 
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The Cm/ZatW again think), and as it may very well be, the actually 
unto Pity. earliest, and even if it be (as some also think) a trans¬ 
lation of a French poem not yet identified, has an even 
higher interest. For here we have, beyond reasonable 
doubt, the first English piece in the great Rhyme-royal, 
or seven - lined stanza of decasyllabics rhymed ababhcc^ 
which Chaucer afterwards brought to such perfection, and 
which long held the premier place among ohr stanza forms. 
His pitching on it, and his preference of it, are fresh proofs 
of his instinctive genius for prosody. It is not, indeed, 
Rhyme-royai. a stanza-of-all-work. But it can do several things well, 
and one thing, the expression of clangorous cry, it can 
do supremely. It is odd that, this being so, the very 
first example of it should be in so suitable a subject; for 
the expression itself is not very successful. The poet’s 
instinct is true, but his craftsmanship is as yet incomplete. 
It can hardly be quite accidental that the MS. variations 
in the piece are unusually numerous and serious, not least 
from our special point of view. Some of them, if original, 
would certainly show that Chaucer’s prosody was not 
born full grown, in which, indeed, there would be nothing 
remarkable but the reverse.^ 

The Booh of Still on the mounting hand is the interest of the Book 
tkt Duckets. ^ Duchess. Nobody disputes its genuineness, or its 


^ A sinp;Ie tine (50) will give us a curinus and capital instance of what is 
called critical editing. Of the seven MSS. which Professor Skeat collates 
two give— 

Thanne levc I alle ihecs virtues sauf pitec ; 

two— 


three— 


Then Icve we al vertues sane oonly pite ; 


Then leve all vertues muc onely pite. 


Now none of these will scan according to the orthodox values of the final e. 
So you take the text of the first group and spell it according to the others, and 
you get 

Then leve I al thise virtues .sauf pite. 

But we ought to give a w'hole stania— 

I'ite that I have sought so yore ago 
With herte sore and ful of liesy peyne, 

That in this worldc was never wight so wo 
’ With'Oute dethe; and if I shal not fejne. 

My purpos was to Pite to compley-ne 

Upon the crueltce and tirannye 

Of Love, that for my trouthe doth me dye. 
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soHdarity, or its earliness» and it is in the octosyllabic 
couplet, so that we are able to study Chaucer's handling, 
of the most popular Knglish metre before his day, undis> 
turbed by any quibbles or irrelevances. He has by no 
means reached the mastery of it which he afterwards 
•showed in the House of Fame, but which he did not care, 
elsewhere or later still, to exhibit at all. Yet he is already 
far above the level of the bulk of his predecessors. As 
in the Romaunt, and as we should expect, the model is 
the non-equivalcnced one of The Ozvl and the Nightin^ede, 
not the equivalenced one of Genesis and Exodus. But it 
displays the catalectic - trochaic alternation. Once ( 11 . 
471-472) we find a curious identical rhyme (“song” and 
“ song ” in the same sense), which is followed by a pretty 
lyric or strophe-arrangement—an onzain divided into five 
and six, and rhymed aabbaccdccd. And, a little out of 
the strict prosodic road, we may note the case with which 
the verse is made subservient to conversation, partly by 
the obvious device of splitting the couplets between the 
interlocutors, and sometimes by the slightly more daring 
one of splitting a line between them ; but never, I think, 
by running on one speech into a line and then beginning 
another in the same, which is the crowning grace.' 

* Or outr^^c, according to llic famous perriujut' critic of I/emani. A 
short couplet batch, chosen to show the- and the onzain, may 

follow :— 


••Sir," quod I, '* wher is she now ? " 
“ Now ! " quod he, and stynlc .mwin. 
Therwith he wex as dc«d as stoori 
And seyde, *' Allas, that I was boro ! 
That was the los. that her-beforc 
I toldc the that I hadde lorn ; 

Bethenk how I seyde herbeforn ; 

* Thow wost ful litel what thou mencst; 
I have lost more than th'm wenest !' 
God'wot, alias ! right that was she I " 

* ‘ Allas ! sir, how ? what may that 
be?" 

**She ys deed ! 

“Nay I" 

‘ ‘ Yis, by my trouthe I" 
“Is that your los? by God. hit is 
routhe t *’ 

And with that worde right anoon 
They gan to stroke forth ; al was doon 
For that tyme, the hert-huntying. 

11. 1397-1313. 


I have of sorwo so grote woon 
That joyn gete 1 never noon, 

Now lh.it I see my Lady bright. 

Which 1 have lovc<l with al my 
myght. 

Is fro me d»w<l .nnri is a-goon. 

Allas, Deeth, what nyleth thee 
'I'hat thou nohlcst have taken me, 
Whan thou toke iny huly sweete 
That was so friyr, so fresh, so fre. 

So good, that men rnr.y wcl se 
Of al goodnesse she ha«l no metde. 

II. 475-4^5- 
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The Complaint 
of Mara. 


The Parlia~ 
went of Foules. 


The other 
Minors. 


There is more metrical experiment in the curious 
composite poem called the Complaint of Mars^ where 
Chaucer has rather scandalised some of his admirers 
by celebrating an intrigue between Princess Isabel of 
Castille, Duchess of York, and John Holland, Duke of 
Exeter. The proem and the story are in rhyme-royal;» 
but the “ Complaint ” itself is in a nine-line stanza' 
of some complexity, decasyllabically lined, and rhymed 
aabaabbcc, which may be regarded either as a six-line 
body with a triplet coda, or as a triplet with three couplets 
strung to it, or as rhyme-royal with two lines (2nd and 
5th) inserted. It is by no means unimportant to observe 
that in both these stanza-metres the couplet itself plays 
a very large part. These forms gave him ample exercise 
in both forms of it—the strophes of the Complaint stanza 
in the “enjambed,*’ the final couplets of rhyme-royal in 
the “ stopped.” 

The Parliament of Foules is wholly rhyme-royal, with 
a splendid piece of cadence “—the first great thing, perhaps, 
in Chaucer—at the opening, others later, and a very pretty 
“roundel,”® “Now, welcome, summer,” which may be the 
earliest example of these forms in English. 

The remainder of the minor poems, whether they be 
all of one time or not, and discarding the minor questions 


* To whom shal I then plcync of my distresse ? 

Who may me heljic ? Who may my harm redresse ? 

Shall I cumpleyne unto my lady fre ? 

Nay, certes ! for she hath such he\7nesse, 

For fere, and cek for wo, that, as I gesse, 

In iitil tyme it wul her bane l>e. 

But were she sauf, it were no frrs of me ! 

Alas ! that ever lovers mote endure, 

For love, | so majny a pejrilous ajventure ! 

II. 191-198. 

® The lyf so short, the craft so long to lerne, 

Thassay so hard, so sharp the conquerynge, 

The dredful joye, alwey Uial slit so yerne ; 

A 1 this mene I lie love, etc. 

3 Now welcom, somer, with thy sonne softe. 

That hast this wintres w'eders overshake 
And driven n-wey the longe nyghtes blakc. 

Lines 1 and 3 repeated twice and 3 once^ woven ingeniously with others into 
thirteen and rhymed ahbabab-cMabb, 
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of authenticity, supply interesting evidences of Chaucer’s 
metrical Wamicrjahre, Especially interesting is the col¬ 
lection of fragments, which older copyists seem to have 
taken as a coda to the Complaint of Piij\ but which Professor 
Skeat groups as a Complaint to his Lady. The first, 
. consisting of two stanzas of rhyme-royal, strikes me (I dare 
say it has struck others) as of real value in connection 
with the development of the quatorzain or English sonnet 
by Wyatt and Surrey, just when there was a renewed study 
of Chaucer. It is followed by certain experiments in terza 
rima,’ which have interest of the same kind, in redoubled 
measure, as affecting the answers to two que.stions of 
extreme importance : “ Why did Chaucer, at a time 
when he was evidently under very strong Italian in¬ 
fluence, not make further experiments in this favourite 
metre of the ‘ great poet of Italy ’ ? ” and “ Why has this 
metre never really acclimatised itself with us?" The 
double answer i.s, of course, obvious : llecausc he found, 
and because all have found, that it would not do." The 
rest, and the bulk of the piece (if we may so call it), is in 
ten - line stanzas, a sixain tipped not with triplet “ uni- 
corned " like that of the Mars poem, but with a quatrain of 
decasyllabics rhymed In Mevioriam fashion—as a whole 
aabaabedde." 

Annelida —to use the old form (the double n is prettier 

* Ilir natne is Uduntce, s(;l in wornanherk, 

Sadnessc in youthe ami IkauWe pridclees 
And ricsaunce, under gotemaunce and drede ; 

Hir surname eek is Fairc Kewthelues, 

The Wyse, y-knit I'li-to G(»od Avcniure, 

That, for 1 love hir, she slccth me giltelccs. 

® My dere herte and liest beloved fo, 

, Why likelh yow lo do me al this wo, 

What have I doon that grevelh yf)w, or .vayd, 

But for I serve and love yow and no mo ? 

And whilst I lyve I wol ever do so ; 

And therfor, swele, ne l*cth nat yvet apayd. 

For so good and so fair as fthat] ye be 
Hit were right gret wonder but ye haddc 
Of alle servantes, bothe of goode and Ijadde ; 

And Icest worthy of alle hem, I am he. 


Supplied by Professor Skeat. 
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and there is MS. authority for it )—and Arcite^ a beautiful 
poem, has a frame, or rather a long beginning and a single 
stanza end, of rhyme-royal, which was evidently Chaucer’s 
metrical stand-by at this time; but nearly half of it, between 
the beginning and the end, has remarkable variations. 
First, we get the nine-line Mars stanza, arranged in two 
corresponding blocks, which Professor Skeat very justifiably 
calls “ strophe ” and “ antistrophe.” Each of four of the 
niners is followed by a fifth,' which consists of sixteen lines 
in batches of four-three octosyllables and a decasyllabic, 
rhymed aaab, aaab^ bbba^ bhba —and a sixth,which is 
Chaucer’s only attempt at the ringing internally rhymed 
carol arrangement. 

Of the rest, the half-jocular, half-angry, rebuke to 
Adam, his scrivener, is a rhyme-royal stanza; “ The 
Former Age ” is in decasyllabic octaves rhymed ababbcc ; 
and the rest, including the Complaint of Venus, are ballads 
and roundels, except the " Proverbs of Chaucer,” which 
are quatrains of eights rhymed alternately. 

The le.ssons of these early poems are quite clear and 
easy to disengage. Chaucer has found an English prosody 
already thoroughly broken to the use of foot-divisions and 
their arrangement in metrical groups, and he does not 
attempt any startling innovations or reformations upon it 


Now cerjtes, swejtc, thogh | thal ye 
Thus cau seles | the caujsc lie, 

Of mv dcdly udver | sitcc, 

Your uiiuilly rejsoun oghtje it to ! respite, 

and so on to sixteen. 

^ My swetc foo, why do ye so, for shame ? 

And thenke ye that furthered be your name. 

To love a-newe, .and ben untre | w'e ? Nay ! 

And puttc you in sciaunder now and blame, 

And do to me advcrsdec and grame. 

That love you most—God, wet thou wosl!—alway ? 

Yet tifrn ageyn, and be al pleyn som day, 

And then shall this, that now is mis, be game. 

And al foryive, whyl that I lijve may. 

This, of coarse, is interesting to compare with “E.I.O.” and “The 
Nut'Browne Mayde,” and to note the shortened and, as it were, **pulled up” 
effect of the places marked. Chaucer, though not ill, was not supremely well 
at these carillon numbers. Yet some have even called the piece “Pindaric,” 
and it is certainly both ingenious and pleasing. (Cf. notes, pp. 137 and 338.) 
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as far as feet go. He uses, on the whole, the severe 
forms, except in his predilection (which was to continue) 
for an occasional monosyllabic opening foot. In metres, 
however, he is decidedly eclectic and experimental, and 
calls both French and Italian to his aid. He practises 
the old octosyllabic couplet, but does not seem to have 
any great fancy for it: and he practises the new French 
artificial forms, but without very much eagerness or very 
brilliant .success. On the other hand, he hits (in the 
seven-lined stanza with end-coupjet, the “ rhyme-royal ”) 
on a form which evidently suits him, and which, not 
merely by the effect of his example, holds a very great 
place in English poetry for the two next centuries. More¬ 
over, he shows in his handling of these various vehicles 
distinct mastery, and a great freedom from the two faults 
—straggling looseness and wooden precision—which had 
characterised most earlier verse. 

But it is important to notice that both in diction and 
versification—more particularly in that adaptation of the 
two which was later to be his great glory—he as yet 
shows no very brilliant accomplishment. The opening of 
the Parliavtent of Foules is the chief exception, and there 
are few more. If these poems stood alone to his credit, it 
is but merely trivially obvious to say that he would hold 
no great place in English poetry. It would be strictly 
and critically correct to say: “ Here was a man who 
seemed to have a surer prosodic grasp than any previous 
writer ; one who showed the definite constitution of English 
prosody, but not much more.” 

All this makes the final outcome of this period, in the Troiius and 
completed and substantive work belonging to the next, 
a most interesting thing. The delightful romance of 
Troiius and Creseide has been abundantly illustrated, in 
respect of its indebtedness of matter, by the very painful 
and very useful industry (here quite in place) of the 
modem scholar. It is—in another department of strictly 
literary criticism from that which we are pursuing—a 
great document against the idle notion that Chaucer dis¬ 
liked, despised, and depreciated Romance itself. But here 
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we are busy only with its form. As such, it is the 
finished work — the diploma - piece, such as but few 
diploma-pieces are—of that period itself. Chaucer has 
preferred the prosodic form, which in his 'prentice period 
he had already selected, that of rhyme-royal, and of this 
preference merely as such, or of the qualifications of the 
stanza, there is no need to say any more than has been 
said. But of his accomplishment in it there is much more. 
The earlier pieces had been scarcely of substance enough 
individually, or of variety enough taken as a whole, to 
show the capacities of the metre, and Chaucer had in 
them done little more than produce “ copies of verses,” 
such as, let us say, the author of the “ copy of verses ” 
generally does //<?/ produce. Here he had buckled to 
quite a different task. This is not the place to dilate 
upon the extraordinary interest of the Troilus story—that 
story which, hardly suggested in the classical Tale of 
Troy, took form, so far as we know, under the hands 
of Benoit de Sainte - More, was continued by Guido 
delle Colonne, and Boccaccio, and taken up by Chaucer 
himself, Henryson, Shakespeare, and Dryden, in a fashion 
which has left us a group of compositions by greater and 
lesser masters, hardly one of which is negligible, and most 
of which are great. Chaucer's is not one of the exceptions, 
and the greatness is due in large measure to qualities 
which come fairly under our purview, whether as pure 
prosodic matter or as what we have called rhetorical- 
prosodic ; in other words, in respect of versification and 
diction. 

As to the first point, there can, to any reader with 
a careful eye and a good ear, be no question about the 
immense gain of fluency and exactness combined which 
Troilus shows. It is not even necessary to use the text in 
which the obliging hand of Professor Skeat has judiciously 
restored, and perhaps in a few cases supplied, readings 
according to the strictest orthodoxy of the final and 
similar things, or that less composite one with which, in the 
“ Globe ” edition, Professor McCormick has given us a useful 
companion. The comparatively unregenerate textus receptus 
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of the Moxon one-volume edition will be quite satisfactory 
to any one with such an eye and such an ear. The 
stanzas “ set,” in the dancing sense, to themselves and each 
other with an accomplished grace ; they carry out the 
combined figures, if not with such perfect accomplish¬ 
ment as in the possibly later Prioress's Tali\ at any rate 
with a great advance in it over the earlier examples of 
the metre. But besides this we begin to get—what we 
got rarely or not at all earlier—those single lines or short 
batches of perfected prosodic and symphonic beauty, 
which are the sine qua non of really great poetry. How 
caressing is the throb and soar of the Cantus Troili in 
the first book :— 

If no love is, O God, what fele I so ? 

And if love is, what thing and which is he ^ 

If love be good, from whennes comth my wo } 

No matter whether Italian or French, or his own soul, 
taught him this melody ; the point is that he has found 
it—that it is there. 

Turn the leaves over at random and come to such 
a line as iv. 816— 

The mighty tresses of hir sonnif>h hcres, 

and see how he varies the vowel sound ; dip again and 
you will again find. But, of course, the crucial examples 
of this, as of other excellence in the poem, are the three 
famous passages, first of Cressida’s surrender—the uni¬ 
versally known 

And as the newe abaysshed nightingale— 

the magnificent address of the desolate lover to the 
palace also desolate, and the conclusion. Up to this 
time, though the lyre of English prosody is pretty well 
built and quite capable of producing musical sounds, it 
has never been thoroughly in tune, could never be quite 
trusted to apply concord and discord alike for the total 
production of harmony. Now, there is no more doubt. 
The tuner has come. But perhaps his main instrument 
of adjustment is, after all, his diction—his command of 



158 


THE FOURTEENTH CENTURY 


BOOK It 


the famous “gold dew-drops of speech,”^ already to no 
small if not to the fullest extent. We find it in 
occasional epithets and phrases (“ Fortune, executrice of 
mierdes** etc.) where the trick-combination of Latin and 
Saxon vocabulary is evidently known and practised ; but 
still more in the purple patches, the set passages already 
indicated and others. The compass of rhyme-royal, as 
has been hinted, is not quite so wide as its appeal is 
poignant. But Chaucer knows already how to make the 
best of both in a way never surpassed by any of his 
successors, and perhaps only equalled by Sackville in his 
two little masterpieces.® 

Still the compass is rather narrow, and a very much 


^ Might not this admirable phrase have saved its poor author, whoever 
he was, from dismissal of the ])iece as “a jX)or stanza,” and a *'poor imita* 
tion of the style of Lydgate ” ? Even if he stole it from somebc^y else, he 
gave it rightly to the right person, wobble and “ wamble ” as his poor verses 
may. 

“ To illustrate the karole —the musical dance above noticed—take these 
stanzas— 

And whan that he was slayn in this manure 
Mis lightc goost ful blisfuliy is went 
Up to the holwnesse of the eighte spcrc. 

In convers leting everich element : 

And ther he saugh with ful avisenient 
'rh'crrntik sterres, herkning armonye 
With .suunes fulle of hevenissh melodye. 

And down from thennes faste he g.in avise 

‘This litel spot of erthc that with the sec 

Embraced is, and fully gait despise 

'I'his uTccchetl world, and held al vanitd 

To n'sjx'cl of the pleyne feheite 

'riiat is in hevene alxivc. And at t>'.e laste, 

Ther he was sla^ni his loking down he caste, 

And in himself he lough right ut the wo 
Of hem that wepten for his doth so faste. 

And dampned al our werk, that folwen so 
I'he bhnde lust the whiche that may not laste. 

And sholdcn al our herte on hevene caste. 

And forth he wente, shortly for to telle, 

ITier-as Merctirie sorted him to dwelle. 

Swich fyn hath tho this Troilus for love ! 

Swich fyn hath td his grete worthinesse I 

Swich fyn hath his estat reAI above 1 

Swich fyn his lust, swich fyn hath his noblesse! 

Swich fyn, this false worldes brotelnesse !— 

And thus bigan his loving of Criseyde 
.\s I have told, and in this wise he deyde, 

11. 1807-1834. 
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smaller person than Chaucer must have found this out 
in writing eight thousand lines of it. At any rate he 
deserted the measure in his two next poems, poems where 
the interest still heightens, prosodically and otherwise. 

He had found out, no doubt, that it is not very well suited 

for narrative, save of a very brief or a very discursive 

character, dealing little with action and character, and 

that it is (unless wilfully burlesqued and parodied in 

mock-heroic) as deficient in lightness as it is full of pathos 

and gravity. Now both the poems which he proceeded to 

write were narrative, and the first of them had a strong 

satiric tendency. For it, he fell back once more on the 

old octo.syllabic couplet—for the last time, but also with 

far the best success. The House of Fame is in the good The //<?«« tf 

sense a very comfortable poem, and it is by no means 

least comfortable prosodically.^ 

At the beginning of the Third Book Chaucer makes 
a curious apology,echoed with much better reason by 

1 I am particularly anxious not to inuiliply difTurcnccs with Professor 
Skeat. But surely it is very misleading to say, true eiiouf»h as nil the 
statements are: “The four-accent metre was commonly known before 
Chaucer’.s time,”that “it was used by Robert of Bruime in 1303, in the Cursor 
Mundi and in Uanelok," beinjj, however, “ of French origin.” All these 
statements are, I say, true ; but how very far do they fall short of the whole 
truth ! The “ four-accent metre,” octosyllabic couplet, or iambic dimeter, is 
practically the staple metre of English verse from Layamon to Ham}K>le, both 
included, l.ayamon himself, a century before Robert, the author of Genesis 
and Exodus^ and the author of The Owl and the. Nighlin}^aU, a vast 
proportion of the romancers, and a vast pn^iortion of the religious verse- 
makers all alike use it. And further, to say that “ it occurs in the Roman de 
la AW,” though again quite true, obscured the fact that, long before Lorris, it 
had been used by Chrestien and the other French authors of the Arthurian 
poems, that it is the staple of the Uenart cycle, of the Tabliaux, of the Romans 
d'aventures generally. All this Professor Skeat knows as well as I do, and 
did know long before I knew it. But his readers do not know in one case 
out of a hundred, and they could hardly learn it from his word.s, 

* Nat th.'it I wilne, for maistrye 
Here art poetical lx* shewed ; 

But, for the rym is light and l«*wed, 

Yit make hit sumwhai agreable, 

Thogh som vers failc in a sillablc. 

There is yet another prosodic reference in the House of Fanu, which has 
been the occasion of so much discussion that it may jjerhaps best he treated 
here at some little length. This is where the eagb*, in his amusing and 
very unceremonious talk with Chaucer, observes that the poet has never yet 
received any favours from Venus or Cupid— 
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many of his fellows, for his metre. As a matter of fact 
he manages the light and lewed rhyme very agreeably. 
His verses that omit a syllable hit the very genius of 
English poetry, and, though their lesson was at one time 
lost or slighted, helped Milton and Dyer and Coleridge 
to keep the precious torch alight. But he was evidently 
not quite satisfied with it, as appears not merely from the 
apology, which might be a mere piece of manners, or 
even of fun, but still more from the fact that he left the 
piece unfinished, and most of all from the other fact that 
he never again attempted the form. I do not know, 
sorry as I should be not to have the House of Fame^ 
that he was wrong. The metre is crisp, fresh, and alive ; 
the “failing” syllable gives variety and more freshness, 
and the poet uses effectively the device above referred to 


And lu'vnrthelesse hast set tliy wyt 
(AUbuugh tliat in thy heed fui lyte is) 

I'o make lK>okes, songes. or dyices 
In ryme or elUi m cadence. 

Now what, it' is asked, is this “ cadence ” which is so opposed to “ rhyme ” ? 
“ Alliteration ” of course, sjiy some. Without being in a hurry to answer 
them, let us cite two other “classic places.” One of these is from Gower 
[Conf. Am. iv. 2414)— 

And Ilcrcdot in his science 
Of metre, of nine, and of cadence. 

The tirste was of wliich men note. 

The other is Wyntoun's {Orig. Cron. Bk. v. ch. xii. 4336)— 

Had he cald Lucyus Procuratoure 
Quhare that he cald hym Empyrowre, 

'I'hat had mare grevyd the cadctis 
Than had relevyfl the senteiis. 

The mere quotation of these side by side ought to show that, at any rate, 
“ alliteration ” was not a tpeeijit meaning of “ cadence ” known to and used 
by the three writers; and it seems to me to show that none of them can 
have, by cadence, meant alliteration at all. We do not know that Chaucer 
wrote any .alliterative verse; and we do know the ad infinitum cited locus 
suggesting that he did not. Whomsoever and whatsoever Gower meant by 
“Hcredot” (Mr. Macaulay has no note dealing with the passage) he most 
certainly did not mean that any of the ancients whom he is cataloguing wrote 
like l^ngland. And, as a matter of fact, the substitution of “ Procurator ” 
for “ Knipcror ” need not “grieve” alliterative verse at all, so that Wyntoun 
certainly did not refer to it and did refer to “ cadence ” in ordinary sense. In 
one or other form of this last I myself sec no reason whatever to doubt that 
the w'ord is used in all three. (For King James and his suppiosed translation 
of ** cadence *’ into “ tumbling verse " we may wait till we come to him.) 
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of finishing the sense of a paragraph at the first line 
of a couplet. But in avoiding the “ lubricity ” of the 
French original—the way in which the couplets slip away 
without mark or ” bite/' and which Gower has thoroughly 
transferred—the author has incurred a certain lack of 
ease, of fluency and fluidity. I think myself that there 
are some dccasyllables in it,^ as there had been in the work 
of the kind turned out by other practitioners ; whether 
there are or not, Chaucer must have felt the cramp and 
“fidget” of so short a unit, for after it he turned definitely 
to the longer one, and usually, though not always, to the 
couplet form of it. 

As to the origin of this, there have been great but Thedeca* 
perhaps unnecessary searchings of heart, which have as 
usual even obscured the true objects of search. Every- its origin, 
body with some small knowledge of old French knew, of 
course, that the dccasyllable itself, in long batches of 
mono-rhymed lines, is perhaps the oldest of all metres in 
French, and is certainly the staple metre of the oldest 
extant French literature. But this knowledge implied 
the other, that the French, before Chaucer's time, did not 
often or largely use it in couplets, though the octosyllabic 
couplet had been one of their staples for centuries. It 
was therefore a great relief to some, though one not in 
the least needed by others, when a poem ® by Guillaume 
de Machault, Chaucer's certain model in some things, 
was discovered in this metre. 

Now I do not think it in thb least necessary to doubt 
that Chaucer knew this poem, and perhaps others, and 
that their existence was not without some influence on 
his adoption, if not creation, of the great English epic, 
satiric, almost pan- (or pam-) poetic vehicle. But I am quite 
certain that he might have devi.scd it independently of 
Machault, and I am by no means certain that he did not 
do so. It is one evil of the accent or beat theory that it 

J E.f[. i. 12 ; iii. 1967. 

2 Or iDono-assonanccd. 

* The Complamte aprls la bataille de Poitiers. See Tarfic’s cd., Paris and 
Rheims, 1849, p. 89 ; ami Professor Skeat’s Chaucer, iii. 383. 
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obscures attention to the syllabic constitution of the line. 
If that attention is used properly, I am quite certain that 
not only decasyllabic lines but decasyllabic couplets, 
rude, and sometimes not so very rude, in English poems 
before and sometimes long before Chaucer, are unmistak¬ 
able. I have called attention to these often here, but the 
matter is important enough to justify their repeated 
citation, especially as there is hardly a point which has 
been more generally overlooked, and which is received 
with more incredulity when presented. 

In fact it would have been very extraordinary if the 
heroic had not “.separated itself from the heap,” to employ 
once more the precious phrase for which we must ever 
thank our sometimes Sh>-lock Guest. On our own 
general hypothesis of the application of the metrical 
moulds of French and Latin to the rhythmical matter 
of English blended with them, and of the resulting con¬ 
stitution of all forms that really suited that language, it 
could not but do so. But there is a stronger reason in 
the peculiarly loose and molybdinc character of these 
earliest stages of English pro.sody, while the rigid 
syllabicism of French lessened the same chance there. 
A Frenchman might deliberately say to himself, “ We 
have been using the decasyllabic line and the octo¬ 
syllabic couplet for ages ; so let us ‘ combine our informa¬ 
tion ’ and use the decasyllabic couplet which we already 
have in laissc and stanza.” But he was not likely to 
stumble into this latter by accidenc and then, seeing that 
he had stumbled upon a good thing, to keep it on 
purpose. Many an Englishman, on the other hand, had, 
as we have shown, done the first, and an Englishman who 
was Chaucer was not at all unlikely to do the latter. 
The irregularity even of the more rigid octosyllabic distich, 
the elasticity of the equivalenced one, made such things as 
those which have been quoted certain to occur, when one 
remembers the almost uncanny virtues of the decasyllabic 
itself, the way in which it has, in one form or another, 
imposed itself upon every great literary nation in Europe 
(except the Spaniards) as the longest line and therefore 
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the most capacious of sense that will give a thoroughly 
satisfactory continuous medium for sound.^ But besides and study of 
all this Chaucer had another strong reason for adopt- 
ing the decasyllabic couplet, which was this, that he 
had actually been writing it for years at the close of 
each of his rhymes-royal. He had written more than 

a thousand such couplets in Troiins, he had written 
numbers in other poems, and, as has been seen, some of 
his most apparently elaborate stanzas resolve themselves 
in part into a mere sequence of decasyllabic couplets. 

And such a master, at once of rhetoric and poetry, could 
not fail, with such practice, to see its extraordinary 
advantages, though no doubt he saw these, as he shows 
them, more and more till the end. The heroic gives that 
elbow-room which the octosyllable denies; it retains the 
attraction, without imposing too much of the tyranny, of 
rhyme; it avoids the blocky and broken-up character of 
stanza writing; it gives in every particular room enough, 
and not too much room, for authentically prosodic and 
prosodic-rhetorical exercise and ornament; it is easy in a 
general way, without the fatal fluency and facility of the 
octosyllable itself; it offers much less temptation to the 
cliche and the chevilU —the stereotyped padding and the 
cut-and-dried tag. And lastly, though even genius could 
hardly discover this at once, it provides opportunity 
for a variety of adjustment and appeal which is marvel¬ 
lous and almost endless. Nothing can speak more highly 
for Chaucer's metrical genius itself—though of course he 
had a certain advantage in the paucity of models before 
him—than the fact that he never put himself under 
articles, either to the enjambed or to the stopped couplet, 
as poets of other ages have in turn done. If there is 
one secret that he does not seem to have fully discovered, 
it is the virtue of the full stop within the line. But even 
he had to leave something for others. 

He took to this couplet, anyhow; and while the whole 


^ The French Alexandrine is the only (and only an apparent) exception. 
I do not, of course, mean that the Spaniards did not use the decasyllabic. 
Bat they continued to prefer the ** short line '* as a staple, especially in drama. 
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of the Legend of Good Women (barring the inset Ballade) 
is in this metre, the exceptions in the Canterbury Tales are 
but exceptions. The Man of Law's^ Clerk'Prioresis, 
and Second Nun's Tales are in rhyme-royal, and the Monk's 
in octaves, while the Rhytne of Sir ThopaSy for obvious 
reasons of parody, is in Romance sixes. But all the rest, 
and all the prologues and interim conversations which 
frame the whole, are in heroics, or as the old phrase better 
put this variety, “ riding rhyme.” ^ To expatiate on the 
delights of all is for the historian of English Literature, 
not for the historian of English Prosody. It is, however, 
within our competence to point out that the Legend of Good 
Women, though it lacks the astounding variety in accom¬ 
plishment of the Prologue, the splendour of the best parts 
in the Knight's Tale, and the humorous flexibility of 
the comic stories, already shows remarkable command of 
the capacity of the metre for narrative purposes. The 
Prohennum in particular, where the poet has elbow-room, 
and can run over a wider gamut than in renderings of the 
pathetic stories of the “ martyrdom ” of the dames and 
damsels of old, is a most remarkable thing in its adapta¬ 
tion of the almost infant metre to the needs of irony, of 
description, of fancy, of argument, and of debate. When 
a metrical child is thus brought up in the way it should 
go, it is likely to go far.“ 

But the arrangement and examination of Chaucer’s 
larger prosodic forms, though an indispensable part of our 
duty, and perhaps that which demands most space, is 
scarcely the most important part. Of that most important 
part the consideration of the general prosodic ejfect is itself 
a subdivision: the rest concerns the very vital matters of 
foot-constitution, quantity or accent, line-arrangement, 
rhyme, and the like. And here the difficulty which besets 
all this earlier part of our enquiry reaches its acutest stage. 

* If any one wishes to know why I say “better,” let him look at a really 
good horseman ‘vaatking his horse. 

* It was certain that the discovery of two versions of the Prologue to the 
I-tgcnd would lead to conflicting theories as to last and first, and it has done 
so. Metrically there is no striking difference : or rather the difierences are 
cross, and cancel one another. 
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That difficulty is plumply and plainly this, that we have tite crux of 
no means of ascertaining with any certainty wfiat^ exactly^ 

Chaucer wrote ; by which I do not mean to touch anew 
on the eternum vulnus of the genuine and spurious works. 

What I mean is that in the case of the things most 
certainly and indisputably Chaucer’s—the Prologue, say, 
or the Knight's Tale^ or the Rhyme of Sir Thopas —we 
cannot, except by guesswork, decide what exact words 
Chaucer wrote, and still less in what exact spelling he 
wrote them. The stages of the history of the text are 
briefly and roundly three. We have a large number of 
early MSS., and we have some fairly early printed editions 
which are allowed by the most fastidious scholar to have 
their weight. But 1 do not think that any of the extremest 
of fanatics or fantastics has ever suggested that we have 
a line of Chaucer’s own handwriting in the MS.S.: while 
even Caxton’s print is shut off by some seventy years from 
the possibility of Chaucer having supervised the printing. 

Then we have a further number of printed editions 
only—possessing no authority whatever except what they 
may have derived from MSS., and dating partly from the 
times when Chaucer was still a great name but had not 
been actually studied at all, partly from the later times 
when even those who thought him a genius had made up 
their minds that he did not know how to scan. During 
this time, naturally, there grew up and flourished—it had 
begun even in the fifteenth century, and among the MSS. 
themselves—a process of arbitrarily “ mending ” Chaucer, 
of putting in words to fill up the nine-syllable line.s and 
compensate for the misunderstood final e, of altering in 
order to correct what was thought false accent, and the 
like.’ Let us remember that even Tyrwhitt (who did 
more service to Chaucer than almost all other Chaucerians 
with “ weight for age ”) printed— 

A twenty bokes clothed in black or red. 

But Tyrwhitt himself began a new order, and the new 
order (as the “ Board School,” if not the “ Christian ” child, 
and as almost ** the grey barbarian ” knows) has gone very 
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far and very fast. The editions of Chaucer now current 
are constructed * with a yiew of piecing together from this 
MS. and that, even (where the MSS. will not help) from 
, this printed text and that “ critical ’* text, things that shall 

comply with the notions as to Middle English grammar, 
prosody, and pronunciation, which have been excogitated 
by guesswork, or, if that seem too uncivil, by inferential 
hypothesis, during the last half century or more. Now in 
reference to these “ critical ” texts there is always an 
irrefutable logical aporia lying in wait. Any single MS., 
however bad, may be a copy at first or second-hand, careful 
or careles.s, of the original. A blending of two or three or 
more is less and less likely to represent any actual original 
at all. 

"Critical" But it may be said, “This is blasphemy against classical 
th^Ss^s scholarship as well, and you do not intend that, surely ? ” 

and of Middle To which I reply, “ Certainly not,” though I confess that 
■ even in the name of this—the true—“ scholarship ” things 
are sometimes done at which a tolerably lachrymose angel 
would shed floods of tears. But between this and the so- 
called “ scholarship ” of philologists in modern languages, 
and in English perhaps most of all, there arc differences 
of the gravest and the most multiple kinds. That the 
one is the fruit not of centuries but of millennia of study, 
mistake, reparation of mistake; and the other a thing 
scarcely of ye.sterday, is not very much, though it is some¬ 
thing. That, however they may fight about details, there 
is very general agreement among the classical scholars on 
important points, and a chaos of discordance among the 
others, may not be much, though it is a little more. The 
main and almost hopeless differences are other than these, 
and infinitely more important. In the first place, we know 
that nearly all Greek and Roman literature, if not all, was 
written by persons who were regularly instructed in their 
own language; that grammar, composition, and prosody 

* It has been already said that the Globe —though it still indulges in those 
extraordinary family-trees of MSS., which look like diagrams of Euclid that 
have had bombs thrown into their middles—is less eclectic and “improving” 
than some others. 
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formed part of Greek education from a very early time, 
and were transferred to Rome bodily almost before Roman 
literature, properly so called, so much as began. That is 
to say, all the texts we have, including even the redac¬ 
tions of such poets as Homer and Hesiod, were every 
one written and revised on definite principles—principles 
recognised, taught, learnt, and therefore beyond all doubt 
discoverable,'with sufficient {>ains, from the examination of 
a sufficient number of instances. 

Nor is this all. Not only do ,we know that there was 
such instruction; that it was given and that it was received; 
that the results were exposed to pretty sharp grammatical 
and rhetorical criticism ; but we actually possess the 
documents and the instruments of this criticism and that 
instruction. We have in Dionysius Thrax for Greek and in 
Varro (incomplete as he is) for Latin, grammatical treatises 
representing the earlier part of the century before Christ, 
when the great period of Latin was just beginning, and 
when, though the greatest periods of Greek were over, its 
laws and lessons were only the more jealously preserved, 
studied, and handed down. We have a mass of docu¬ 
ments for both stretching over the whole later period; we 
have the help of untiring —clearing away of 

rubbish—on the part of Rcnaissanct; scholars ; and we 
have three whole centuries of unremitting attention to the 
matter, given by some of the acutest minds of Europe, 
and by a vast body of persons, all of whom have been 
from their youth trained up in the received and ascertained 
orthodoxy of the subject. 

Now look on the other picture. There was up to 
Cftaucet^s time absolutely no school-instruction even with 
English as a vehicle^ let alone any sclwol-instruction in 
English itself. We know from the invaluable and should- 
be famous passage of his contemporary Trevisa * that, 
until the great alteration of social conditions by the Black 
Death, English boys learnt Latin and other things at 
English schools in and by French, There is not the 

^ Anybody who wants this may find it in Morris and Skeat’s SpecimeuSf 
vol. iL p. 241. 
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very faintest spark of evidence that Chaucer ever received 
the smallest instruction from anybody how to spell an 
English word, to decline an English noun or verb, to con¬ 
struct an English sentence, or to modulate an English 
line. It is, on the contrary, about as certain as anything 
of which we have not positive evidence can be, that he 
never had anything of the sort, and that his successors 
for a generation or two never had anything of the sort. 
The earliest grammatical and rhetorical dealings with 
English that we have date from the sixteenth century; 
the earliest prosodic observations from its latter end. 

On the one hand, therefore, the classical “ scholar's ” 
problem is to discover the positive and doctrinal principles 
of a body of documents— 

I . Which were originally written under such principles ; 

II. Which were, in at any rate some cases (not of 
course in all), transcribed by persons acquainted with, and 
instructed in, these princijiles ; 

III. Which include formal treatises stating, explaining, 
and illustrating these principles themselves, and to no 
small extent coinciding with the period of original 
writing, to a much larger with that at which the docu¬ 
ments were transcribed. 

On the other hand, the Middle English “ scholar’s ” 
problem is to discover the positive and doctrinal principles 
of a body of documents— 

I. Which were written when there is no evidence that 
any such positive or doctrinal principles existed, and all 
but a certainty that they did not; 

II. Which were transcribed by persons under the 
same deprivation or limitation ; 

III. Which include no pedagogic treatise dealing with 
the matter. 

I think that to rub this contrast in any further would 
be an insult to the intelligence of the reader. 

But though, while the art and labour of the cla.ssical 
scholar consists in revising documents according to a 
norm, capable to at least some extent of being inde¬ 
pendently and authoritatively established, that of the 
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modern scholar too often consists in extracting from 
documents a norm according to his own taste and fancy, 

.and then according to his own taste and fancy refashioning 
the documents in obedience to the norm, not all even of 
this latter’s work is of such a perilous sort Pala;ography, 
though easily abusablc, is a real .science of a kind, 
and can refer to outside and independently contributed 
evidence. Some documents are dated ; and the forms in 
them are dated likewise by real external and internal 
evidence, not “ hariolation." And , lastly, in our present 
department of Chaucer particularly, some scholars have 
taken the troublous but most thankworthy method of 
printing the MSS. thcmselve.s, of giving us the real 
property in so far as it exists. A great deal more than 
we can at all wish is still left to guess on the part of 
those who like guessing, and to confession of uncertainty 
on the part of those who do not. Hut on the whole, 
we can make out something, and can even say of this 
something, “ ’twill serve.” 

To take, then, those points which have been noticed Soiuj pomtH 
above in order, there can be no dispute (except mere The*^stanza° 
logomachy) about the general and so to speak prima f^rms. 
facie metrical character of Chaucer’s prosody. You 
may call a thing an octosyllabic, or an iambic 
dimeter,^ or a four-beat verse, but the thitif^ is the same 
and unmistakable. So, too, the various stanza-forms 
are identical under any dress of words, and so is the 
great staple metre of the Canterbury Tales^ whether you 
call it “ riding rhyme,” or ” heroic couplet,” or “ rhymed 
decasyllables,” or “ rhymed five-beat lines,” or anything 
else that the wit or the perversity of man has invented 
or may invent. Whatever each libentius audit, it is there 
—unmistakable, fully constituted, corresponding to things 
of the same kind written five hundred years after Chaucer 

’ I would fain enter a prote.st against a practice—common with the com¬ 
pilers of ordinary Pmglish grammars and composition-lx>oks, and not unknown 
among those of better breed—of speaking of this line and the next greater as 
iambic tetrameters and pentameters. This numeration is quite contrary to 
the recognised practice of classical prostxiy, and likely to cause confusion, 
especially in the use of the word ** pentameter.” 
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went to his grave. In each case we shall have a good deal 
more to say about these forms in the next Interchapter 
and in the Appendix. For the present they are data. 

Ascending or descending to the next stage, there is 
matter for more legitimate controversy about the com- . 
position of the lines which themselves compose these 
forms. The old and long prevalent idea that Chaucer 
could not scan was based upon, or rather was but another 
form of, the idea that he could not count; and this itself, 
though partly the result of mere ignorance of the value 
of syllables, especially of the final had a second cause 
in the obstinate heresy, finally formulated as orthodoxy 
by Bysshe, that the syllabic composition of English lines 
was arithmetically positive and unalterable. 

Now, as it happened, Chaucer, the first great named 
and known poet of English, had, by good luck—though he 
undoubtedly leant, as wc have said, towards the principle 
of fixity rather than towards the principle of equivalent 
substitution—handed in evidence, unchallengeable except 
by ignorance, that he was not of this opinion. In regard 
to his octosyllabics there could indeed never have been 
a mistake about the fact, and it was even very difficult, 
in face of Milton's adoption of the practice in perhaps 
his most melodious and certainly his most popular poems, 
to stigmatise it as improper. It xoas so stigmatised, of 
course, by the fanatics of syllabic regularity. But the 
actual presence of seven-syllable lines—set it down as you 
liked to substitution of trochaic for iambic rhythm, anacrusis, 
monosyllabic feet, “ reversal of beat,” “ omission of thesis,” 
stick on it any earthly or unearthly ticket you pleased— 
this actual presence remained unmistakable and undeniable, 
alike as to its existence in great poets, and its enjoyment by 
well-qualified readers. 

That he took the same liberty with the decasyllabic 
(followed, though more sparingly, again by Milton) was 
for a long time much less clearly perceived, and I believe 
is still denied or blinked by some people, while it is 
obvious that the disapproval of it by the neo-classic critics 
would have been still more severe. For myself, 1 have 
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lon^ ceased to have the slightest doubt of the fact, 
which Professor Skeat has established by an invulner¬ 
able array of quotations. It is the fact; and what is 
more, it would be extremely surprising if it were not. 

• The thing had, as we have seen, been usual in the octo¬ 
syllable for centuries, and it was certain to extend itself 
to the longer metre, when at last this came to be tried on 
the great scale. 1 am, however, far from thinking, despite 
the mighty authority of its two great practitioners, that 
it is a desirable licence: and I would have resi.sted the 
evidence if I could. Instead of .adding beauty, as the 
companion licence docs in the octosyllabic, it appears to 
me to give (with the very rarest exceptions, if with any) 
an ugly jolt and jar in continuous verse, and complete 
destruction of all harmony in the stopped couplet. The fact 
is, as I have ventured to express it already el.scwhcrc, that 
the octosyllable treads too closely on the heels of the 
decasyllabic to allow the latter to contract its own stride. 

It may extend with advantage—with very great advantage: 
but that is a different matter, and to it we may come, just 
observing that in stanza-work Chaucer is not prone to 
avail himself of this licence, and for very obvious rcason.s.* 

The same prejudice which prevented critics and readers Trisyllabic 
in the neo-classic period from observing or, if they observed, 
allowing Chaucer’s cutting the line short would have ex¬ 
tended, and did extend, to his lengthening it; and this too 
is not dead. That there are trisyllabic feet, as I should 
call them, accented syllables with more than one un¬ 
accented between them as I suppose the accent-people 
would be obliged by their etiquette to put it,* I have no 
more doubt than I have that there are monosyllabic feet 
or nine-syllable lines. I even think that there are a great 
many more of them, that they arc in fact of constant 

* The “ Lydgatian ” monosyllable at the c.xsura, which Professor Skeat 
reluctantly admits as an exception, I reject. The excamples given by him are 
so few that they are fairly dismissiblc ns copyists' mistakes. And I must 
respectfully protest that the lines in Tennyson’s Vision of Sin^ “ Then me- 
thottght,” etc., are no parallel to Chauccr’.<; *'acephalous ” experiments. 

Here the metre is dexterously changed, in a solid block or strophe, to 
trochaic. 

’ Some of them call it "a double thesis.” 
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occurrence. And though this makes for my own general 
theory, I am rather surprised at it, and am forced to admit 
that a good many of these feet are of a fairly “squeezable” 
character. The squeezableness, which is important, may 
fitly introduce something (to be again and again of course 
supplemented with something more) on one of the great 
questions of English prosody. 

That question is: When we meet in older English 
poetry—there is not much controversy about the fact, 
though there may be some about the law, in regard to 
the poetry of the nineteenth century—what has just been 
called a trisyllabic foot, arc we to set it down as really 
.such ; or to account for it by actual Elision ; or to adopt a 
middle course and set it down to Slur? And let it be 
ob.scrvcd (to follow the excellent method of Ari.stotle and 
of The Art of Pluck) that by Trisyllabic Foot I mean a 
collection of syllables in which full though not necessarily 
the same value is given to each ; by Elision the actual 
crushing out of one so that the foot becomes dissyllabic ; 
and by Slur ^ the compromise which hurries over one 
syllabic, if it does not quite elide it. 

Any unfaltering answer to the question, at this our 
present time of the close of the fourteenth century, is made 
difficult by a certain peculiarity of spelling which per¬ 
vades (though by no means consi.stently) the MSS. and 
the early printed editions from the close of the fifteenth 
till late into the sixteenth. These writers and printers 
did not use the ugly apostrophe, wliich invaded F.nglish 
books in the seventeenth century, and persevered into 
the eighteenth, under the influence of a definite theory 
of scansion, which in turn it undoubtedly strengthened. 
But they did run the two words together in the case 
of articles, prepositions, and sometimes even pronouns. 
Just as we find in Wyatt and Surrey “tembracc” and the 
like, so, a hundred years earlier, we find in Chaucer some- 

* I have, as will have Iwen sufficiently evident, no objection to, but » great 
liking for, classsical terms when they are neces-sary or even convenient But with 
so excellent an English word as ‘'slur,” which exactly expresses the English 
practice, 1 can sec no excuse for Synizesis, 
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times (not always) “ thestat," “ tharray,” etc., and even “ in 
thalyghtc ” for “ in thee alyghte.” Now is this also a 
matter of theory'—a sprout of the idea that the three 
syllables ought to be two} Or does it express a real 
custom of pronunciation ? Were these two words—not 
merely the first, which might be and in some MSS. is, 

“ the state,” but “ tharray ” where there is no way out of 
the difficulty—so pronounced ? 

I do not believe they ever were ; but even from my 
point this by no means settles the que.stion. 1 do not, 
in the same way, believe that a man ever let such a 
monster pass the door of his lips as “ monstrorrendin- 
formingens,” but 1 feel sure that Virgil scanned “ mon¬ 
strum horrendum, informe, ingens,” so. Was there anything 
similar in Chaucer or was there not ? ^ 

The arguments for Elision arc, first, the spelling; 
secondly, the undoubted belief of generations, not so far 
from Chaucer’s own time, that there was elision ; thirdly, 
the fact that it exists abundantly and obtrusively, one may , 
say, in the two grammaticic^ the two accomplished literary 
languages, Latin and French, which Chaucer and others 
knew. 

The arguments for Slur are, first, the usual ones for 
any compromise; secondly, that even unquestionable 
trisyllabic feet are undoubtedly pronounced somewhat 
quicker than dissyllabic ; thirdly, that English is notori¬ 
ously addicted to slurring and clipping in pronunciation, 
from the extreme cases of Chisfclhampton and Cirencester 
and Cockburnspath to the lesser ones of Southwell and 
Southwark. 

Those for actual trisyllabic feet may seem weaker at first, Trisyilabics 
but to me they become stronger and stronger the more 
they are considered. One which is, to me, almost sufficient, 
is purely historic, and so in reality, if not in appearance, 
the most solid possible. It is drawn from the carlincss 
and the persistence of the undisputed trisyllabic foot in 
English. Nobody denies the presence in Anglo-Saxon of 
groups of syllables which would naturally, if not neces¬ 
sarily, pass into it when metre was substituted for mere 
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rhythm. Its presence in Genesis and Exodus (if not even 
earlier) and other poems of the mid-thirteenth century is 
undeniable. In all folk-song and ballad-writing it per¬ 
severes, while the persistent and ferocious persecution of it, 
and the critical disapproval of it, for two hundred years and 
more, cannot drown it or burn it or bury it. Earth and 
water and fire may combine against it, but it abides victori¬ 
ously in the air, the element of poetry, and descends again 
at the right time. 

The second is more controversial, but to me quite 
satisfactory. It is only by means of this mixture of 
trisyllabic feet that the extraordinary variety and charm 
of English poetry—a thing acknowledged by those who 
are not Englishmen as well as by those who are—can be 
attained ; and it has been almost invariably by those who 
used them most that the attainment has been most 
successful and complete. Nay more, just as it has been 
said of the Jews in Spain, and of other persecuted races 
and families elsewhere, that by changing names they 
avoided the persecution directed against them, so the 
trisyllabic foot survives at the very time when it seems to 
have disappeared in folk-song and theatrical verse. The 
Bysshes, and even the Johnsons, cannot prevent persons with 
an ear from reading the apostrophe udth the syllable it 
has vainly tried to expel, and giving value to the i and y 
syllables to which they impotently refuse value. Such a 
captain of the heathen or heretic host as Pope himself 
selects a linc^ which derives most of its beauty from a 
trisyllabic foot, as his own favourite among his own pro¬ 
ductions : and Shenstone,'* forty years at least before 
Coleridge, vindicates the “ dactyl ” in English poetry. 

Another point of no inconsiderable interest in connec¬ 
tion with the length of Chaucer’s lines opens the question, 
“ Did he ever use the Alexandrine, or line of normally 
twelve syllables?” I think he did, as in the examples 
given below, and I am not much affected by the general 
failure to take this view, with its consequent adjustments 


* ” The freezing Tanais through a waste of snows.” 
- In the Essays. 
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by syncope or elision or other devices. For» in the first 
place, it matters to the theories of those who deny that 
they should deny it ; and it does not matter to my 
theory at all that I should assert it. Secondly, the lines 
—or some of them—scan much better as Alexandrines. 
Thirdly, it is reasonable that in the process of “ separation 
from the heap ” this form also should be tried, especially 
considering the great prominence of it in French poetry, 
which was always more or less a model. Fourthly, we 
see historically that there is—at least up to Dryden and 
sometimes since — a constant tendency to take the 
Alexandrines as an “ easement,” now and then, to the 
dccasyllable.^ 


* We shall trace the further use of this line—venerable from its achieve¬ 
ments in (jreck and French—later ; but it may not 1 >c impro]ier to say at 
once that it seems to me only an casement, not a staple, in Kn^lisli. 1 think 
it may lx: well here to ^ive specimens, not only of it, but of the other anoma 
lous or dcluitcd lines just mentioned. 

Alexandrines :— 

Westward, | riR;ht sutch j anojthcr in | the op'[ 40 sit ; K. T. 1036. 

where, of course, those who like may scan— 

Westward, [ right swich | anolhi’r in tho[>|ix>sit, 

if they will, though no MS, is quoted for the contraction. 

Others are in some of the places {IP'. 0/ Ji. 7 ’. 231 ; /■'. T. 158, 286; 
Som. 7 \ 462) where they wish to iironuunce hvitediiite “ bendisty ” or “ lien- 
city,” in spite of the fact that it must have the full (ive-syllable value in 
K. 7 \ 927. See also .Sy. 7 ‘. 20, 75, 480, 515-16. 

Acephalous line.s :— 

jPassini: the w'ell-known one cited aliovc from the Prolof^tic and ti.sunlly 
mended— 

Twen|ty bojkes < lad j in blak [ and reed, 

with 

.•\nd j a cok;kow Mtitini; on j hir hand, A", 7 '. toys, 

will do well enough. 

As for the Lydgatian “ breakback,” the examjiles quoted by those who 
believe in it are such as— 

My talc is doon for my wit is thinne, M. T. 438. 

and 

1 mean of Mark, Mathew', Luke, and John. Prol. Mel. 33. 

For my own part, I am perfectly certain that Chaucer’s prosoriic wit was 
never so thin, and his ear never so thick, as to write the first; while in the 
second, Mark^ is admittedly possible, and supported by MS. and early print ; 
while both are easily mended with syllables that copyists were quite likely 
to slip, especially when Lydgate himself bad misled them. 
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We come now to yet another point of great importance, 
the question how Chaucer manages the individual syllabic 
values which make up his feet or his accent-groups.^ In 
the great majority of words this “ accent ” is mainly, though 
not wholly, identical with that of the present day, and it 
is not necessary for any decently-bred modern Englishman 
who is acquainted with that secret de Polichinelle^ the value 
of the final r, to accept any unfamiliar pronunciation in 
order to get the full metrical and rhythmical value of 
Chaucer’s lines. Whether the vowels were then differ¬ 
ently pronounced or not I do not know; there is practi¬ 
cally no evidence on the subject of any kind that I can 
admit. But it is certain that if the actual sound has 
changed, the relative values of the different sounds have 
not. Where we should expect a long vowel before 
a single consonant we find it, and we often find that 
where a short vowel sound comes before two consonants 
it can take the place of a long, though not invariably. 
The really and constantly short vowels of modern English 
are, as a rule, short also, unless some special stress be laid 
on them. These are rules; but to them we find two 
considerable classes of exceptions, which have mainly 
become obsolete in English. One of these concerns 
proper, especially classical proper, names, the other words 
in which the French accent is retained. 

It is, indeed, not at all improbable that these two 
classes are really, at least in origin, one. The peculiarity 
of French accentuation, or rather the dogma of it, is well 
known, and Professor Ker, among others, has rightly 
drawn attention" to the very peculiarly pronounced 
values which French, like Low Latin, gives to Latin 
words. It is obvious that Chaucer follows the same 
system, and that he is followed by all English poets 

* I must, I am afraid, repeat once more that I entirely exclude the previous 
ur subsequent question as to the came of this value, whatever it is. I shall 
only say that Chaucer is one of the main sources of evidence in favour of the 
position that, whether there is quantity in English, or no quantity but only 
accent, accent is certainly one of the main agencies in English for the creation 
of the thing which / call quantity. 

^ In the />ar^ as quoted elsewhere. 
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down at least to Spenser, who was a very fair scholar in 
the classical languages. Milton is about the first to give 
the correct quantification. Earlier writers not only shorten 
naturally long vowels and lengthen short, but even make a 
cretic out of Minerva^ as Baudelaire does out of Francisca. 

More indubitably, though I think not more really 
French is the constant valuation of such words as 
“ manfer,” “ entrall,” etc., according to their French rather 
than their English value. 

And so we come to one of tlic hottest of the ash- Rhyme, 
places, the question of rhyme, on which, however, I do 
not propose to say much. Although I absolutely refuse 
to accept thejf-jfe test, as in the very slightest degree valid 
for establishing authenticity, until the Bradshavians give 
up Str Thopas^ I believe that Chaucer probably avoided 
these rhymes, just as a modern English poet with deli¬ 
cate car avoids the rhyme of “ or ” and “ ore,” ’ Other¬ 
wise, and with the large exception of that freedom of 
shifting the accent which has just been noticed, and which 
enables him to make a rhyme of “ .squire " and “ .supper ” 

(“ squy^r ” and “ soptr ”), his rhymes arc for the most 
part quite modern and normal. Many of them are, of 
course, double rhymes, thanks to the e. But I have 
always thought that the excision of this exuberance, or 
excre-scence, which was certainly going on in Chaucer’s 
ow-n time, was probably much helped by the popularity of 
“ riding rhyme ” in which the doubling is rarely if ever 
good, save to produce special and exceptional effects. 

It is scarcely necessary to say that, in common with all 
poets up to at least the middle of the seventeenth century, 
he avails himself of the full syllabic value of words in -ion 
and .similar endings ; or that, though the modern utter 
abhorrence of an identical rhyme, even with changed sense, 
does not appear in him, he is not very prone to indulgence 
in it. 

' He does it only when he cannot help it, or can help it at .such an 
expense that the game is not worth the candle; but he does not regard it as 
he regards a rh3nne of “Leonora” and “ l>efore her,” or of “Helen” and 
“ willing,” 
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NOTE ON CHAUCERIANA 

According to my promise I have excluded from the text 
those pieces which, doubtful to almost all, are thought by some 
to be certainly spurious. (I am not, of course, speaking of those 
which undoubtedly belong to Lydgate or others.) The two most 
beautiful and (poetically) most Chaucerian of these, The Cintrt of 
Love and Tfie Mower and /he Leaf are in rhyme-royal, as are 
The Assembly of Ladies and some others. The Plowman’s Tale 
is in eights of eight, alternately rhymed ; La Belle Dame Sans 
Merci (such a different one from Keats’s!) is partly rhyme-royal, 
partly octaves of the ababbebe type. The Cuckoo and tlu 
Nightingale (a nice thing, whether explicitly Clanvowe or not) 
is in an interesting decasyllabic quintet, aabba^ of good 
capabilities. 'I'he extremely curious Tale of Beryn^ with its vivid 
Prologue (neither of them in the least Chaucerian, for all their 
merits), is in Gamelyn metre, somewhat lengthened and 
doggerellised. 
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LANGLAND AND OTHER ALMTERATIVES 

Piers Plowman —Its general character—The verse compared with 
Anglo-Saxon—With Layamon—Its intrinsic values : Structure 
—Alliteration—Khymelessness—Quality of the lines—Qualifi¬ 
cations of the rhythm—Other alliterative poems c. 1400. 


We have now to turn to the Titan of the late fourteenth-/»«« 
century battle between the older and the newer schools ©f 
English prosody, to the author, whoever he was—we call 
him “ Langland ” merely for shortness, and without the 
faintest intention of prejudging a debate which is out of 
our sphere—of the Vision of Piers Plowman and, with 
the same provision, of Richard the. Redeless} 

It is not so necessary now as it would have been but its general 
a few (as history counts few) years ago to enter a protest 
against the notion of Langland as presenting a much more 
archaic state of Pmglish than Chaucer, but it is still rather 
necessar>% He was almost certainly, though he may have 
been a slightly older man in years than Chaucer, a pretty 
exact literary contemporary both of the author of the 
Canterbury Tales and of the author of the Confessio 
Amantis. And it has been proved, to all but uttermost 
philological as well as literary satisfaction, that he is by 
no means less copious in French words than the former, 
though he certainly is less addicted to French forms than 

^ Professor SkeaPs Clarendon Press edition (2 vols., Oxford, 1886) is of 
course the standard. But Wright’s, in the Library of Old Authors (though 
printed in half lines), is more convenient for holding and reading, the presence 
of three different texts on the ssame jiage in Professor Sk cat’s being exceedingly 
distracting. (His E,E.T,S. ed. avoids this, however.) Whitaker’s, the first 
and only edition of the ** C" text without A or B, i.s now merely a curiosity; 
and the chief ** C ” addiiims are printed in Wright’s notes. 
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the latter, and uses dialectic and now obsolete English 
words more freely than either. But his subjects, which are 
cither local, or abstract, or both, give him a greater look of 
strangeness than either Chaucer or Gower wears, and this 
look is emphasised still more decidedly by the point in 
him with which alone we have here to do—his metre. 

Comparing Langland' with Anglo-Saxon verse, we find 
in him a much greater regularity. This is not merely 
observable in the lengths of the lines, which exhibit 
nothing in the least resembling the astonishing variations 
of Anglo-Saxon,but in the uniformity of the alliteration 
and the correspondence of the hemistichs. Langland is 
deliberately, though, as we shall see, not always success¬ 
fully, avoiding the new metrical scansion; but either 
deliberately in order to vie with it, or unconsciously in 
consequence of familiarity with it, he adopts, to a very 
large extent, its great feature of correspondence within 
the lines and between them. Further, the correspond- 

^ For an extract let us take nothing more out of the way than the first 
score of lines in the first version— 

In A sonier sesuii • whon softe was the sonne, 

1 schop rue in-to a schroud - A schoep as I were ; 

In Habite of an Hermitc • vn-holy of werkes, 

Wendo I wytU-ne in this world • \%ondres to here. 

Bote in a \laycs Morwynge • on Maluernc hulles 
Me Iji-fcl a ferly • A Feyrie, me thouhtc ; 

I was wcori of iindringe * and wente me to reste 
Undur a brod banke 'bi a Bourne syde, 

And as 1 lay and Iconede ■ and lokede on the watres. 

I sliiiiibcrde in A slcpyng • hit sownede so inurie. 

Thenno gnu T Meeten ‘A Meruclons swcuene. 

That I vas in a W'ilderncsse 'wuste I neuer »hete, 

And its I iKHt-henld in-to the Est - an-heigh to the sonne, 

I sauli a Tour on a 'roft • triyelj I-inaket; 

A Ocop Date bi-neothc 'A dungiin ther-Inne, 

W'/tA duop dich and derk 'and drerlful of siht. 

A Feir fold ful ol folk • fond I ther bi-twenc, 

Of idle manor of men • the mcne and the richc,' 

Worchinge and wondringe * as the world .xsketh. 

Summe putter hem to the plough ‘ & pleidcn hem ful seldene, 

In Fringe and in Sowynge ' swunken ful harde 
That monie of theos wasturs ' In Glotonye distruen. 

* This is an old cause of difference. But it is enough for me to open 
Grein-Wlllker in the manner of sortilege, and find at once, say, a line of 
l6 syllables followed by a line of 9, or turn, less at random, to the passages 
of Genesis, where bIock.s, of a score or more each, alternate with batches of 
half a score and less. Nor does distinction of “ extended ” and unextended 
lines seem to me to alter the fact at all. 
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ence results in a general note which is still more different 
from that of Anglo-Saxon. This latter, as we said, where 
it gives us any rhythm that wc can recognise at all, gives 
us a trochaic one—of a staccato and “ dribbling ” char¬ 
acter, no doubt, but still trochaic. Langland, too, is 
trochaic sometimes, but he constantly blends the “ double 
time ” with, and often passes from it into, “ triple time,” 
the time, as we call it, of the anapiest. 

Compared with l..ayamon, on the other hand, we With 
note at first also increased regularity, but a regularity of 
quite a different kind. The author of the Bnit is like a 
teetotum staggering against different objects in his way. 

It is to me, after reading him over and over again, 
distinctly uncertain whether he meant to write old 
alliterative verse and was unable to do so, or whether 
he meant to write new octosyllabic couplets and was 
unable to do so, in cither case with any continuous 
regularity. But it is very certain that he oftener achieves 
a fairish couplet than a good alliterative stave, and that, 
when he docs come near to the newer rhythm, he is 
distinctly iambic, not trochaic or anap.estic. Now Lang¬ 
land, with his advantage of nearly two centuries, is not in 
this quandary. He knows the new metre probably quite 
well enough to have written it had he chosen, certainly 
quite well enough (which is perhaps even a higher degree) 
to avoid falling into it constantly when he docs not choose, 
though its irresistibleness traps liim now and then.* 

Turn now to the consideration of the thing itself as a 
rhythmical vehicle and verse - form. We could hardly 
have a better example of it, for Langland is certainly 
the person of greatest genius (except Dunbar) who has 
handled it: and though he has no passage of the same 
concentrated union of vigour and grace as The Twa 
Maryit Wemen and tfu Wedo, he has of necessity much 
greater range and variety, as well as more intenseness. 

The general structure and effect of the verse are clear 

> I do not know that it is necessary to contrast him very minutely with 
the authors of William of Palertte and Cleanness, the latter of whom was [ler* 
haps his older contemporary, and the former his not much older predecessor. 

He shortens the line, as it seems to me, more than either. 
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enough. Perhaps the first essential, and certainly the 
first striking, characteristic, is the constitution of the verse 
itself as a pair of sharply separated halves which never on 
any consideration run syllabically into each other, and 
are much more often than not divided by an actual 
stop,” if only a brief one, of sense. Their separation is 
so absolute and unvarying that it induced Guest to found 
on it an Athanasian system of caesura in later English 
poetry, and that, for a considerable time after the revival 
of the study of Old and Middle English, it was usual to 
print the halves in successive lines. This, I feel sure, is 
a mistake ; for, in emphasising the fact of the separation, it 
obscures that of the combination which undoubtedly 
exists, not merely in virtue of the alliteration (to which 
we shall come immediately) but as a matter of rhyth¬ 
mical effect on the ear. This effect is not complete, nor 
can it receive due realisation in the successive units, until 
the double half-line is concluded. It may be .said that 
the arrangement is merely mechanical, and can make no 
difference; but it does, as any one whose eye and ear 
are well enough fitted naturally, and well enough trained 
artificially, will soon discover, in reading the same passage 
in Wright and Skeat respectively.^ 

The second mo.st obvious characteristic is the allitera¬ 
tion. The orthodox dose of this is two alliterated syllables 
in the first hemistich—which is usually a little the longer— 
and one in the second. Professor Skeat thinks that fourth, 
and, I suppose, still more fifth, alliterations are accidental, 
or at any rate not sought after: but I am not so sure of 
this, and it is quite certain that in Langland's successors 
this overdosing (as with other drugs) is frequent and 

^ I hope it is not impertinent or pedantic once more to recommend strongljr 
this joint cye-and-ear reading. It does not at all interfere with the under¬ 
standing of the sense or the enjoyment of the poetry, and it puts the mind 
in a condition to understand the virtue and the meaning of the prosody as 
nothing else can. One of the innumerable privileges of those who have 
received the older classical education is that they have been taught (in at 
least some causes) to read scanningly. I have accustomed myself for years to read 
Middle English, like all English, poetry in the same way; and any one who 
. does so will find that very soon the dn^ c, and the libertine accents, and the 
rest cease to jar, and the whole thing goes, in good examples, as fluently as 
Pope or Tennyson. 
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deliberate But three, which is the old Anglo - Saxon 
ration, is no doubt sufficient to give to the line the 
peculiar “ bind ” which, in the absence of definite metre, 
and the still more glaring absence of rhyme, it requires. 

The third is this absence of rhyme itself—an absence Rhyn^ess- 
which, as we have seen, is by no means characteristic of "®“* 
all alliterative poetry, but which in Langland is so 
complete and striking that it is impossible not to believe 
it designed. I mean not merely that the poet deliberately 
selected a form where rhyme is unnecessary, but that he 
would not have it even if it were accidental. He might 
have read Layamon,^ and have made up his mind not to 
fall into the pit of rhyme as Layamon did, so rare is 
the presence of even assonanced syllables at the ends of 
the double lines, between the halves of the same line, 
or between the first halves of two succeeding ones. I 
fancy (it may be only fancy) that it is least rare, rare as 
it is, in the last case.^ And what is more remarkable 
still, the whole run and fall of the rhythm is so arranged 
that the ear does not in the least expect or call for rhyme 
—that it would hardly even notice it if imperfect rhyme 
were there. This is mainly brought about by the great 
prevalence of “falling” rhythm, notwith.standing the ana¬ 
paestic tendency already noticed. Both hemistichs, as a 
rule, end trochaically, an effect rendered easy of produc¬ 
tion by the abundance of final ^’s and other suffixes.* 

• Humanity beioR what it is, it may be well to say that I have not the 
Iea.st idea that he did. It is odd, howevch', that, as one story has it, he was 
born at Cleobury Mortimer, and that another makes l^^yamon priest of Arley- 
on-Severn ; for the welbrjirt man cai» walk from one place to the other in an 
hour and a half, and there is an L in both poets’ names. 

^ Identical rhymes at this place are rather frequent than not, owing to 
Langland’s love for parallelism, e-.s;. C xiii. 65, 66— 

' Ac Reson shal rekene -vuith hyvi ‘ and rebuke him atte l.aste, 

And Conscience a-counte with hym • and caste him in ar»Tagcs. 

But these hardly count. ^ 

® There Ls no contradiction, as the hasty and those unused to ret metrica 
may imagine. The addition of a syllable to two anapKsts or anapaest-equiva¬ 
lents gives the trochaic ending considered separately. But I ought to motion 
that Langland very frequently suggests that doubtful foot (of which much 
more, I hope, later), the amphibrach— 

f sh5p(e); m6 I In shrOu; d<5s 1 As I i 4 j sheep were ; \ 
though, as elsewhere, when the whole line is taken^ it becomes merely anaptestfe 
(jwii/tet, if not to Langland), as the dotted bars show. 
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A fifth obvious characteristic (already glanced at) as 
the eye looks down the page, is that there is, though very 
far from an absolute, a very considerable equality of length 
in the lines. Thirteen syllables is, I take it after repeated 
samplings, a fair average length of line; and the very great 
majority are not shorter than twelve nor longer than 
fourteen, though there is a still greater range between 
longest and shortest. So, again, as a sixth, the first 
hemistich is generally rather longer than the second ; 
though, again, there are plenty of exceptions. But on 
the whole the unity of effect, when once the combined 
instrument of eye and ear, above spoken of, has been 
properly tuned to receive and give it, is very remarkable 
indeed, and shows that the measure is no mere patchwork 
unnaturally stuck together, but, such as it is, a real and 
living rhythmical organism. 

At the same time, for all its own idiosyncrasy, and for 
all the practised and (one may not vainly think) jealous 
skill of its artist, it cannot entirely resist the tyrannous 
“suck” of the metrical whirlpool. Examples of almost 
all the staple lines which English poetry had developed 
or was to develop in its natural evolution, and against this 
wilful reaction, arc to be found with very little searching. 

At A vi. 2— 

To sechc that seint in selcouthe londis; 

we have, with the imminent changes which are so freely 
scented in the Piers Plowman MSS., and even in the 
three versions themselves. 

And seek that saint in selcouth lands, 

a perfect octosyllabic or iambic dimeter. 

The decasyllabic, naturally, is far commoner. We meet 
one at the forty-third line of the Prologue itself, where 
the very stave-split becomes a normal cjesura— 

In glotonye, God wot, gon heo to bedde. 

The Alexandrine, from its nearness to the average 
length of Langland*s line, is commoner still. With the 
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dissyllabic value of “ tour,” which was so soon to come, we 
get a perfect one in i. 12— 

This tour and this toft, quod heo, treuthe is ther-inne. 

And almost equally, perhaps more, common is the four- 
teener, become a speciality already in English metre, of 
which we meet two examples close together early in the 
First Book— 

That dungun in that deope dale that dredful is of siht, 

and 

That is the Castel of Care [quod hcoj wliuso cometh therinne,^ 

while the Orm metre or y^/'teener shows itself in this last, 
and wherever the last word has a feminine ending. 

But these instances are produced, not to show what 
Langland was trying to do, but what he sometimes (with 
all his skill and all his pains) could not help doing. It 
is on the normal forms of the line, as analysed above, 
that w^e must base our judgment of it as a rhythmical 
medium of verse. 

VVe find in it the following merits and qualifications— Qualifications 
for the demerits and disqualifications the .survey of the 
whole achievement of English pro.sody up to 1400, in the 
Interchapter, will be a more proper pj)sition. In the first 
place, though of course deliberately and obstinately refusing 
to the ear the charms of metre and rhyme, it really has 
something to offer instead. More than a hundred years 
ago — to say nothing of Pdrey, a pioneer to whose 
sagacity here, as elsewhere, full justice has perhaps 
never yet been done—though Ellis failed to perceive, 

Mitford had no difficulty in perceiving, that there is real 
music in Piers Plowman. His ingenious experiment of 
tagging a batch of lines with rhyme, so as to bring 
them into Tusserian form, perhaps “doctors” the balance 
too much, but it is valid in a way. There is music in this 

* This line is very noteworthy, because the con>parison of the three 
versions shows, almost without a doubt, that Langland perceived the metrical 
effect, and deliberately altered it by omitting “quod heo" (which appears in 
A) in B and C. 

® Harmony 0/ Language^ ed. ii. p. 158. 
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unmQtTQ ; and, what is more, the music is neither un¬ 
pleasant nor monotonous. For the two purposes for 
which Langland himself almost exclusively uses it— 
narrative including description, and argument including 
exposition—it is by no means ill-fitted, and it is a very 
tolerable instrument of dialogue. The alliteration is not 
unfrequently a real set-off, and no mean one. English 
poetry, when it has been most itself, has always loved 
alliteration as a staff, though it may not have been wise 
to use it as a crutch. One particular device, quaint but 
most effective, is the employment of proper and personal 
names ^ instead of mere class-words or generalities. 

In short, the process of actual reading, with that 
attention to scansion which has been recommended, will 
—after a sort, and to a certain degree—^justify this 
curious reaction. As an exception, a curiosity, a " sport,” 
“ Not guilty, but don’t do it again,” may be, with a quite 
sufficient seriousness, the verdict. It will scarcely, after 
this examination of Piers Plowman^ be necessary to give 
one of equal minuteness to the other poems which may 
with more or less certainty, probability, or possibility, be 
referred to the fourteenth century or the very beginning 
of the fifteenth, and which are written in the allitera¬ 
tive form. The admitted Richard the Redeless and the 
excluded Piet's Plozvmntis Creed" are written with such 
exactness in the same measure with Piers itself, that this 
measure is a main warrant for the one, and requires to be 
overbalanced by very strong internal evidence to justify 
disqualification in the other. The romances in the form 
—the Thornton Morte d*Arthure, the Destruction of Troy^ 
the alliterative Alexander poems—incline rather to the 
model which we have discussed in speaking of CleannesSy 
PatiencCy and William of PalernCy especially of the latter ; 
that is to say, there is slightly less variety and idiosyncrasy 
about them, they spring less and undulate more. All 

’ " Rose the regrater," *' Beat Betlris," 

"And [robbed] Margaret of her maidenhead," 

where Rose and Beatrice and Margaret swiftly appear and disappear in the 
single allusions. 

^ For the PUmmatCs Tatty which is in metre, see p. 178. 
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are more or less Northern ; all have been, by this man 
and that, added to the huge hypothetical baggage, which, 
according to a favourite trick of modem scholars, has 
been heaped on that rather hypothetical person and very 
hypothetical Scot, " Huchowne of the Awle Ryale.” But 
no one of them requires much individual notice.^ As for 


1 All are in the E.E.T.S. series. In reading them more than once I have 
imagined that I observed more rhythmical character va Alexander and Dindimus 
than in the companion pieces on the same subject; a particular monotony and 
tendency to repetition in the Destruction ; ntost vigour, with longer lines and 
a slight overdose of alliteration, in the Afortc. ('I'hese Judgments, it may be 
necessary to observe, arc strictly confined to the prosodic features of the 
pieces.) A short specimen of each may be appended— 

But whan the watur with tlic wind • the wawus upcasteth, 

.And thouh hit turnc any time • to tcmpiest of windus. 

Hit ne a-weeheth no wawe • nor no watur roreth, 

.As hit amongus you men • is many time founde 
That stiue stonnus of the wind • stiren up the wawus. 

But here, whan tlic wind h.ath • his hugeste bl.istus, 

The clere watur he bi-clipth • and closeih hit iime. 

A/rxandcr and Dindimus, 483*489. 

A ! fonnet folkc, why fare ye thus now. 

With solas full sore, and sanges of inyrihe. 

At the weddyng of the wuglu-s, that shall to wo lurne? 

With hardinyke and hnrmc, that happyn shall after, 

Ye dowlles inun degh, for dedes of iho two ; 

And your fryndos full fey fallyn to ground. 

Your sonys be slayne in sight of your en<* ; 

Your husbandes heweii with hoiidys in f<-sis, 

Wyues made wedowys, and waylmg for eiier. 

Cassaiwlra on the Wedding of Paris and Helen, 
Destruction of Troy, vii, 3473-8*. 

Grefo the noghte, Gaynour, fore Godcs lufe of hewene, 

Ne gruchc noghte my ganggyi^ge, it salle to gude turne ! 

Thy wonrydez and thy wepynge woundez myne herte, 

I may noghte wit of this woo, for alle this werlde rychc ; 

I have made a kepare, n knyghte of thyne awene, 

Overlynge of Ynglande undyre thy selvcnc. 

And that es Syr Mordrede, that thow has mekylle pray.sede. 

Salle lx: thy dictour, my derc, to doo whatte the lykes. 

Thornton A 4 orte, 705-712. 

To these and the Langland passage it docs not seem necessary to add 
others, though the vigorous little Chi-aaler Assigne (in which the laity may 
be excused for not at first recc^ntsing “ The Knight of the .Swan ’*) is notable 
for the frequent shortness of the lines, and especially of the first halves. 
1 do not think there is an alliterative poem in )>rint that 1 have not read, 
and I find them generally quite agreeable reading ; but their prosodic varia¬ 
tions are not great, though the alliteration sometimes distributes itself 
differently. It may be added, that the different modes of indicating the 
middle break are kepi designedly for the benefit of the reader. 
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the rest of the said baggage, and some Scots poems 
which, though even more out of the question as regards 
any possible “ Huchowne,” rank with it in another way, 
but are in alliterative rhymed stanza^ not in plain con¬ 
tinuous alliteration—they have been referred to in the 
note on p. 111. Dunbar is necessarily reserved for the 
next Book. 




INTERCHAPTER II 

The survey of the prosodic character of English poetry, 
certainly or probably of the fourteenth century, may, from 
some points of view, be inferior in importance to that 
which we had to undertake in the previous Interchapter. 
There is no doubt, at least in the present writer’s mind, 
that by the year 1300 the fate and the fortune of English 
prosody were 6nally constituted and fixed. 

But the products of that early period arc com¬ 
paratively, though only comparatively, scanty, and (ignoble 
as some high-flying partisans may pronounce the allowance 
of such an objection) they are of such a character that 
only the real or enforced student, or that, it may be feared, 
still rarer person the thorough lover of literature, is 
ever likely to take much cognisance of them. We 
cannot rationally expect, however much we may desire, 
that it should ever be otherwise with the majority of even 
tolerably well-educated readers. 

With the products of the century to which this Book 
has been devoted it is, perhaps (a very small part of them 
excepted), not very different actually ; but their state is 
more gracious potentially, and as matter of quality and 
desert They are extremely abundant; their variety does 
not fall short of their abundance ; a great deal of them 
is actually delightful as reading, as pastime ; not a little 
of this is of very high excellence ; and not a little of that 
little has the unbroken, if not always the unattacked, 
prestige of five hundred years to its credit. Even yet 
there is a great deal to be done before fourteenth-century 
English poetry is or can be known as it deserves to be ; but 

189 



190 


THE FOURTEENTH CENTURY 


BOOK 


there is no impossibility that it may become so, not, indeed, 
in our time, but partly by our time's efforts. 

The contents may be classified in various ways with 
reference to prosody, as well as in others which have 
little or no reference thereto. Of the first class the most 
important classification is, no doubt, into metrical and 
alliterative, with the bridge or middle term of alliterative- 
metrical. This deserves attention first by itself, and as 
.such ; afterwards with reference to the characteristics of 
the several subdivisions. 

Of the fact of the main division there is no question. 
1 am afraid 1 must repeat the opinion that enquiry into 
its history must be almost entirely speculative, and 
enquiry into its probable causes hardly less so. Wright, 
indeed, in his Introduction to Piers Plowman^ thought that 
we could “ trace this history with tolerable certainty ” 
(p. xxviii. 2nd ed.), but he had to fall back, in order to 
establish continuity between 1250 and 1350,00 the much 
less confident statement—“there appears little room for 
doubting that, during the whole of this time, the pure 
alliterative poetry was in use among the lower classes of 
society.” Despite our much greater advantages, there are 
not many now living who know the poetry of this period, 
with combined linguistic and literary knowledge, better 
than Wright did. Yet it is remarkable that he quotes no 
examples, and the consideration just advanced makes it 
certain that, if there were any, he would probably have 
known and must have quoted them. 1 can only say that 
if any one will supply me with examples of pure alliterative 
verse, certainly or even probably dating between 1200 and 
1325, if not even 1350, I shall be very much obliged to 
him, and will reform my plan accordingly. 

In default of such evidence,* I can see no logical 

* Professor Skeat in the excellent Essay on Alliterative Verse which he 
contributed to Drs. Hales’ and Fumivall’s Perty MS, nearly forty years ago pro¬ 
duced none, and has never, I think, since pr<^uced any ; nor, so far as I am 
aware, has any one else, though there is a strange reluctance to admit the lesson. 
It is even sometimes ui^d that “ so many books were lost.” This reminds 
me of the celebrated councillors who said, “There are so many accidents : 
and it needs only one to save us! ” I shall be very glad to welcome the accident 
when it comes ; meanwhile I stick to the facts. Vide pp. 100 and ia6, sup. 
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alternative to the supposition that the process which we 
see beginning at 1200 with a half-compromise, half-battle 
between alliterative rhythm and rhymed metre, and 
continuing, always with the latter on the winning hand, 
during the early thirteenth, caused the complete, or almost 
complete, “diving under” of the former towards the 
middle of that century, and that it only “dived up” 
s^ain not so very early in the next. The reasons of its 
resurrection are probably extra-literary, or literary only 
by relation. They may, as Wright thought, have been 
in a sense “ political ”—an obscure reaction of nationalist 
and democratic movement, opposing foreign or semi- 
foreign culture and institutions of all kinds. They may— 
and there is one of the rare real pieces of evidence for 
this in Chaucer’s well-known and often-quoted reference— 
be mainly local, and connected with the release of the 
northern and north-western counties from devastation and 
barbarism. And, in close connection with this, they may 
have had something to do with the great religious literary 
movement started in these same northern counties by 
Richard Rolle of Ham pole. Some of these causes, or 
all, or none, with or without others not mentioned, 
may have been at work. But we arc only busied with 
the result—the result that does not meet us for the best 
part of a century, and does meet us now. 

It deserves attention alike because of its curiosity and 
because of its failure. It is only a loop or backwater in 
the stream of English poetry—an unsuccessful attempt at 
reactionary rebellion. But it produced some good work ; 
it had, though it did not live, some good effects, and 
left practically no bad ones after it. And it is very 
curious. 

We have done, and shall do, justice to its merits ; it 
will suffice in this place, only recapitulating those which 
belong to the general and permanent course of the history 
of English poetry, to turn to its defects. It was un¬ 
doubtedly invaluable as a protest—kept up until still 
more valuable protestants, in the shape of the ballad, the 
altered drama, and other things, were at hand to take it 
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up—against the imposition of absolute syllabic uniformity 
on English, and against the tyranny of the iamb. Nor 
was it useless in giving refuge to archaic and provincial 
words, some of which might be, and were, of real poetic 
value. But though it did these services to the two great 
branches of prosody—versification and diction—more or 
less directly, it did directly very decided i/wservices. In 
the first place, what we call “ structural alliteration,” as 
distinguished from that ornamental alliteration which is one 
of the greatest resources of the English poet, necessarily 
and inevitably tends towards the employment of words, 
not for their sense, nor for their beauty, nor for their real 
qualities of any kind, except the very trivial one of 
beginning with the right letter.^ And, in the second 
place, it tends to aggravate itself until we get to the 
senseless and tasteless stuffings of the line with five or 
even six alliterated words. 

Moreover, even in Langland we see the great defect 
of structural-alliterative—the defect which had broken it 
up once before, and was to break it up again. For the 
ear once accustomed to the sweetness of rhyme, to the 
variety and versatility of stanza, to the charm of metrical 
rhythm, its poetical equipment must necessarily seem 
exceeding poor and beggarly. The very trochaic or 
anap.'estic rhythm with which it is wont to clothe itself 
expresses a sense of the need of some extra-allurement, 
of something to differentiate it from prose. Yet one has 
regretfully to pronounce the device insufficient. Large 
tracts of all the poems except Piers Plowman^ and 
perhaps some places there, almost fall back into prose, 
with a certain recitative roll—prose less musical and less 
agreeable than the actual prose rhythm of Aelfric 
himself. The drawback, observable to some extent even in 
metrical poetry during the Middle Ages, that the sense 
is too much bound to the line and the line to the sense, 

* Some i^ople, I believe, are able to disguise the triviality by calling 
alliteration ** head-rhyme.” No matter what the authority for this term, it 
has always seemed to me self-contradictory. The essence of rhyme is iden¬ 
tity of z’owt /sound. The vowel is the body and the soul: consonants are 
only “coats and hosen and hats.” And see above, p. iii. 
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is particularly noticeable in alliterative verses. They often 
admit vigour; they seldom accommodate grace. That 
their idiosyncrasy makes all but distinctly gifted poets 
intolerable may not be an unmitigated disadvantage; 
that it provides even such poets with a lyre of but one 
string is a disadvantage without mitigation of any kind. 

On the whole, therefore, and not retracting anything 
that has been allowed on the other side, there is a 
certain excuse for those writers before the nineteenth 
century who, having no special knowledge of Middle 
English, failed to detect poetical value in Langland. It 
would be rather interesting—though, in consequence of 
the wide spread of smattering, difficult—to take a person, 
otherwise fairly well-educated but who had never heard 
of Piers Plowman or its metre, and to give him a con¬ 
siderable passage printed as prose and without the middle 
mark. No doubt any one with a good ear would, after 
a time, detect a certain rough cadence, then a system of 
divisions, and after that a certain harmony in this 
parallelism. But perhaps even in this case these dis¬ 
coveries would not be immediate, and a dull person with 
a blunt ear would probably never make them at all. 

Whatever might be said later about the “ barbarous¬ 
ness,” the “ non-naturalness,” the ” puerility,” and so 
forth, of rhyme, its rival clearly had nothing, and less 
than nothing, to oppose to the application of similar epithets 
to its proceedings. That alliteration is in itself not an 
uncaressing thing to an English ear may be most 
cheerfully admitted. The proscription of it at certain 
times has always been a mistake, and has sometimes 
been directly associated with the falsest and most 
mischievous heresies in English prosody generally. But 
it had already, centuries before, proved itself unequal to 
the task of supporting alone (or with the help of accent) 
the burden of a system of versification, and it was now 
making the same confession by resorting constantly, if 
not invariably, to an alliance with the very rhyme, the 
very foot-scansion, the very stanza-arrangement, which it 
might seem bound to repudiate. In that alliance, when 
VOL. I O 
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it was reduced to its proper functions, it was destined to 
keep a lasting^ hold on English, and many of the finest 
schemes, for instance, of Mr. Swinburne’s verse are 
almost as conspicuously alliterative as they are metrical 
and symphonic. But by itself, not Langland, at one 
time in pure English, nor Dunbar, at a later in the 
palmiest days of Scots, could make it a safe and sufficient, 
much less a permanent, prosodic vehicle. 

Very much more must be said as to the larger division 
of rhymed poetry—the Established Church then, now, 
and, let us hope, always, of our prosodic polity. It 
exhibits no slavish or tedious uniformity of character¬ 
istic, but ranges from the Taie of Gamelyny where the 
alliterative scheme takes on the easiest but not the least 
engaging undress of rhyme and regular metrical rhythm, 
through elaborately artificial compromises between the 
two systems, like The Pearly to the frankly and, in one 
case, rather limitedly metrical-rhymed systems of Chaucer 
and Gower. Its copia is magnificent: there is the great 
body of the English Romances ; the other great body of 
sacred poems and treatises in verse ; not a little verse- 
chronicle ; the beginnings beyond all doubt, though we 
shall for reasons take them in detail later, of drama ; not 
a little lyric proper ; the whole works of Chaucer and the 
English of Gower, with, as an appendix (also to be 
handled in detail later for convenience’ sake), the beginnings 
of specially Scottish poetry. This is, indeed, as Miss 
Austen observes of the provision which Isabella Thorp 
thought inadequate, “ no niggaidly assignment.” 

It is certainly no uninteresting one from any point of 
view, and least of all from ours. For its lessons, manifold 
as they are, are uniform, and lead us a long way forward 
on the right road which they themselves do so much to 
lay and smooth. It would be a great blessing if we knew 
the precise date of Gamelyn^ for it is a most important 
document But as it happens it really does not matter 

^ The advantage of taking this with its ballad successors of the fifteenth 
century is so great that I have taken the liberty of postponing it to the next 
Book for example and minuter discussion ; but it must be referred to here. 



II 


INTERCHAPTER II 


»95 




whether it is a good deal anterior to Chaucer, which it 
may be, or but a little; it is certainly not much later. 
Whether it is the work of a man who, at the beginning of 
the alliterative and accentual reaction, declined, like a very 
sensible man indeed, to give up rhyme and fairly regular 
rhythm, or of one who, taught by experience, relapsed 
upon them, it tells just the same tale. We know the 
fK>pularity of it, and you cannot read fifty lines of it 
without discovering the secret of that popularity. The 
actual story is a good one, but in the Middle Ages good 
stories “ simply jostle one another. It is the form that 
gives it a pre-eminent attraction. There is nothing hide¬ 
bound, or pedantic, or offensively literary, about this. But 
the rhyme at once enlivens it and keeps it tight and trim ; 
the elastic but well-marked rhythm turns the central 
pause of the strict unrhymcd alliterative stave into a 
sound line-division, with added music for the stanza; and 
genially “ tumbling ” as the general cadence is, the author 
knows how to keep his finger on the stops very well 
indeed. I thank God for almost everything in English 
poetry that is good at all ; but if 1 knew where the author 
of Gamelyn was buried I should make a pilgrimage 
thither at the first opportunity, and go to the expense 
of an extra cake and candle according to the particular 
ritual that might suit the genius loci. ^ 

The more sophisticated adulteries of alliteration and 
rhyme may excite less enthusiasm, as being almost 
“ faked ” things—in a useful and expressive term of slang 
for which there is no exact literary equivalent. But they 
are extremely important for study, and that not merely 
from the point of view which has been mentioned 
alre^idy—the confession which they make of the reluc¬ 
tance of alliteration to rely upon itself alone. When 

^ It is characteristic of the differences in point of view which make our 
subject so difficult to handle, that some people can see little difference between 
Gamelyn and Robert of Gloucester. I have not, I think, done injustice to the 
latter ; I can rect^ise in him a most refreshing attcmjit at “ swing and 
sway,” and a not infrequent success in it. But he is only a promising 
pupil at a Terpsichorean Academy—the Gamelyn man could do ** Liver¬ 
pool lurch,” or <* Boston glide,” or anything else you like, in open 
ballroom. 
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we come to examine them, we find that all their beauty 
of ornamental alliteration belongs to regular rhymed 
verse just as properly, while the characteristics which they 
do derive from their alliterative-accentual structure are 
never an advantage, and sometimes a drawback. The 
most beautiful of them beyond all doubt—things beautiful 
not only by comparison, but intrinsically, poetically, with¬ 
out allowance of any kind—are The Pearl and The Pistyl of 
Susan. In each of these the excessive structural allitera¬ 
tion is a delusion and a snare, the merely accentual 
valuation, where that exists, a temptation to slovenliness, 
luckily resisted but gratuitously incurred by the poet. 
In each the alliteration, which is beautiful, and the 
variety of equivalence, which is harmonious, might exist 
equally well, and do exist in thousands of other instances 
without any accentual-alliterative structure at all, but 
with pure metrical rhymed, or unrhymed, versification 
by feet. 

We are therefore left, as concerns the merits of this 
group, not less than of that larger and principal body 
to which we are coming, with this latter itself, the main 
body, the responsible and representative tenant in tail 
and owner in fee at once, of English Prosody itself. 

The view-point from which we should, as it seems to 
me, survey this may be best led up to by a brief criticism 
—conducted in a fashion as far as possible from carping 
or cavilling or chicanery — of a phrase of Professor 
Macaulay’s in his Gower, where, 1 think, he calls Chaucer 
a reformer of English versification. Here, in a certain 
loose sense, without going to the absurd extreme which 
regards “ reform ” as a sort of term of beatification, but 
taking " reformer ” as equivalent to “ improver,” we may 
yield a qualified agreement. But the original and the 
only accurate sense of “ reformer ” is as applied to a 
man who improves by going back to some better state 
which existed before and has been corrupted. This, in 
regard to English poetry and English versification, 
Chaucer certainly did not do. We might, indeed, call 
him its “performer ” if we gave that word the sense of his 
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own version of it—the verb parfoume^ to complete, perfect, 
bring to consummate and supreme efficiency. Neither 
was he a ** reformer ” in the other common, but equally 
illegitimate and still more mischievous, sense of ** inno¬ 
vator.” However paradoxical the statement may appear, 
Chaucer introduced nothing new ; he did not, as has been, 
1 hope, shown, even actually “ introduce ” the decasyllabic 
couplet. Neither in going back to a golden age non-existent, 
or existent only in the limbo of Guest, nor in discovering 
a Promised Land beyond the Wilderness, did Chaucer 
achieve his greatness. It was by using to the very 
utmost what already existed, by getting the last pound 
of work out of the actual conditions of English poetry, by 
doing everything that was possible at the moment, with 
the materials accumulated and the methods left him by 
his predecessors, that Chaucer is Chaucer. 

What those materials and those methods were, and 
how they had come into existence cumulatively, every 
page of this book has so far, I hope, gone to show. Most 
if not all of the materials had been discovered, most if not 
all of the methods had been invented, more than half 
unwittingly, in something like two centuries at least of 
haphazard and tentative practice, under the two great 
controlling influences of the original Teutonic mass and 
the superinduced French-Latin mould. I have again 
and again insisted that in the contact of mould and mass 
there was the amplest and the .most intricate “ give-and- 
take ” ; that if the one showed itself docile and plastic as 
no other language has ever shown itself, the other showed 
itself elastic and concessive to a degree equally un¬ 
paralleled. The “ rhythm of the foreigner ” becomes a 
rhythm at which the foreigner stands aghast, or in which he 
makes such efforts as the admirable epitaph on Shenstone 
by a French admirer; ‘ the rather poor lexicon, the 

* This plain stone 
To William Shenstone. 

In hb poems he displayed 
A mind natural: 

At Leasowes he laid 
Arcadian fields rural. 
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narrow grunting register,* and the rather complicated 
accidence of Anglo-Saxon, become the limitless vocabulary, 
the harmony as of all kinds of music, and the admirably 
simple grammar or no-grammar of English. As far as 
his time admitted, Chaucer avails himself of both sets of 
alteration, and it is only unlucky that the grammar had 
not profited by shedding as the dictionary had profited by 
assumption. 

But it had not ; and the consequence was that, for 
more than a century to come, the final e and other things 
were half-dead hands, clutching at and tripping the 
prosodic gait of his imitators and successors. And in the 
middle division—the (in the literary not the linguistic 
sense) phonology of the language—yet more mysterious 
changes were to ensue, which we shall have to deal with 
in the next Book and Interchapter. I am not here 
speaking of the mere pronunciation. Some excellent 
and revered friends of mine are of opinion that they know 
exactly how Chaucer would have read a page of the 
Canterbufy Tales ; a point on which I regret to say 
that I am sceptical with a scepticism immedicable and 
not to be convinced. But it does not really matter. 
Nothing can be more exquisitely musical to an English 
ear than the poetry of ./Eschylus or of Catullus, pronounced 
in that English fashion which we may be perfectly certain 
that neither iEschylus nor Catullus ever used, however 
j^xrcertain we may be what fashion they did use; and it is 
the same with Chaucer. Perfect poetry according to its 
own scheme is always musically transposable into other 
schemes ; imperfect poetry will never make music in its 
own or in any other. 

But this is half (not wholly) a digression. Chaucer, 
let it be repeated, caught up and uttered the sum of 
English prosodic, as of all other poetic, capacity up to the 
time and in the circumstances in which he lived, with 
hardly any exceptions save in the direction of pure lyric. 

’ Lest this be thought too uncomplimentary to our grandmother tongue, 
let me recall Quintilian’s acknowledgment of the ** harsh repulsive letters,” 
the '* ox-like lowing” of the «r/, etc. etc., in Latin. 
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In order to do this he relinquished—perhaps he had 
to relinquish—something of the full potential compass 
of the instrument here and elsewhere. But in other 
ways he handed on what he had received from his fathers, 
organised, husbanded, and put to the best usury and 
development that was at that time possible. There was 
much more to be done, but probably he could not have 
done it ; it was (whether wholly to our misfortune or not, 
is quite an open question) quite possible for his successors 
to undo a good deal of what he did, and they very 
promptly proceeded to do so. But that the prosody 
of English was a prosody of strict correspondence in feet, 
yet not of strict correspondence in syllables; that one 
main secret of success in it was the variation of the pause ; 
that, while capable of extensive and varied grouping into 
stanzas, it admitted likewise of a still more subtle and 
much more variable grouping of what we may call line- 
sentences into verse-paragraphs ;—this he had shown once 
for all. 
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CHAPTER I 


THE DRAMA 

The Harrowing of Hell —The York Plays —The Tmvnley —The 
Coventry —The Chester —The rest. 

I HAVE decided to put the present chapter first in this 
Book—between the great poets of the fourteenth century 
and their immediate disciples, and for a time, in some 
cases, contemporaries of the fifteenth — partly because 
the dramatic line of the Mysteries shows little of the 
breakdown of English-verse proper in the later period, 
but mainly because a great deal of it, as this fact may 
itself indicate, pretty certainly belongs to the earlier. 

With enlarged and corrected methods of enquiry it 

has become almost certain that in no case are the 

existing MSS. of the four great Mystery cycles, and 

their smaller “ ekings,” older than the fifteenth century— 

the “ York ” cycle probably belonging in its oldest part 

to the first third thereof, and the “Townley” and 

“Coventry" to the last third, while we have no copy 

of the “Chester" Plays older than the very last years 

of the sixteenth. But the original forms of some of 

these almost certainly, and of most of them probably, 

date back to the fourteenth. Indeed the oldest play 

of all, the Harrowing of Hell} exists in MS. form from The Harrow- 

the early part of this fourteenth century itself. But this, 

which is in somewhat irregular and much equivalenced 

octosyllabic couplets, not differing from many other 

* This will be found in the Appendix of Mr. A. W, Polhurd’a extremely 
uxefiil collection and selection of Miracle Plays (Oxford, 1890, 4th ed. 1904). 
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early examples of that metre which we have examined, 
is very generally and rightly regarded as merely drama 
in embiyo—a dibat^ a dialogue-poem, rather than a drama 
properly so called. 

When we come to the actual representatives of the 
English mediaeval play—things really performed before 
popular audiences—we note at first sight one curious 
difference from their analogues, in what may be called, 
without much exaggeration, the nursing-mother literature 
of modern Europe at large. The French Miracle and 
Mystery plays,* of which we have abundant examples, 
are almost wholly in fairly strict octosyllabic couplets, 
though at this time they admit a curious variety by 
excursion into the fashionable form of the triolet, very 
unsuitable as it may seem “ to dialogue. In place of this 
“ common measure ” the English plays offer us an extra¬ 
ordinary variety, which perhaps shows as well as anything 
else the development of English prosody at the time, and 
the way in which quite elaborate examples of it could 
be written by journeymen verse - smiths, mastered by 
popular actors, and welcomed by popular audiences. 
For little as we can afford reference to things outside our 
own scope and subject, let it be remembered that these 
plays were invariably acted by the guilds of the towns to 
their fellow-craftsmen and the people at large, in the 
streets and places of the towns themselves;—that the 
ancestors of Bottom the weaver and Quince the joiner 
actually performed them, on the moving stages of pageant- 
waggons, to the men of Chester and Coventry and York, 
some two hundred years before Shakespeare laughed at 
Quince and Bottom themselves. 

The York Playsf the oldest and the largest collection, 
if not that which shows the greatest literary originality, 
exhibit a very remarkable variety of metrical experiment, 

1 The difference does not concern us here, but it is a pity that it has been 
confused in English. 

^ It is, however, not so bad as it looks, and in the farces (and the &rrical 
interludes which are so common) its quaint composition out of different 
speeches is sometimes rather effective. 

* Ed. (excellently) by Miss Toulmin Smith (Oxford, 1885). 
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and, except in some cases (where there has possibly 
been clumsy copying), very considerable metrical accom¬ 
plishment. The two most common forms are the 
so-called " Bums metre,” which is used in six pieces ; and 
another, less crisp and less famous, but much more 
elaborate, and by no means ineffective, which is used still 
more frequently—in no less than twelve. But it will be 
worth while to go through the whole. 

The very first would give a text for a long sermon (if we 
had not preached this already and often) in its combination 
of alliterative-rhythmical, with strictly metrical measure; in 
its addition, even to the former, of rhyme in the alliterated 
portions themselves ; and above all in its trisyllabic feet. 
From the opening stanza given below ^ it will be seen 
that it is an octave, rhymed ababedde^ thus adopting 
In Memoriam arrangement in the second quatrain. In 
the first the strong central pause is the main agent 
of rhythm, though there are four fairly disengageable 
anapaests, rhyming, sometimes singly, sometimes doubly : 
in the second these become three only, but the rhyme 
always double. It does not strike one as a very good 
dramatic medium, but, as recitative, might be very 
effective. And above all we see in it the blcs.sed trisyllabic 
swing and swell, the variation and sway on the iambic 
tramp, of which it may be said that with 

The oak and the ash and the bonny ivy tree. 

They all flourish best in the North Countree— 

(to which we may add the West). No, II.,* first of a 

(God speaks)- 

I am gracyus and grete, CJrod witboutyn txjgynnyng, 

I am maker unmade, all mightc cs in me, 

I am lyfe and way unto w-elth wynning, 

I am formaste and Tyrste, als 1 byd sail it be. 

My blyssyiig o ble salt be blendyng, 

And heldand fro barme to Ije hydande. 

My body in blys ay abydande, 

Unendande without[yn] any ending. 

^ Now sene the erthe thus ordand es, 

Mesurid and made iiy myn assent, 

Grathely for to growc with gres. 

And wedis that sone away tese went. 
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baker’s dozen of more or less similarly arranged plays, 
is in twelve-line stanzas, of which the 6rst eight are 
octosyllables, rhyming alternately, the last sixes maintain¬ 
ing the even rhyme, but importing a new odd. The 
rhyme-order varies slightly in the different examples, but 
the general effect is much the same. This stanza, 
like many others, belongs to the class (which we have 
formerly discussed) of elaborate metrical experiment, 
either directly or indirectly based on French and Pro- 
ven 9 al models. This is interesting and valuable, as 
showing the adaptability of the language, its advance, as 
we may say, in prosodic education : but it only now and 
then “ turns up trumps,*' judging by the actual result. 

III. * has interest for us as being in one of the great staple 
measures, the quatrain of eights, alternately rhymed, and 

IV. *'* is in Romance stanza tailed with a quatrain of sixes, 
alternately rhymed, and bound together by the b rhyme 
throughout. In V. the experiment takes the form of 
one of the elaborate alliterative-rhymed stanzas with bobs. 


Of iny guflnes now will I 

So that iny wrrkis no harmes hi'iit, 

Two lyghtis, one mote and one lesse, 

To Im! fest in the hrinanient ; 

The more light to [the] day 
Fulle blithely sail lx: sent, 

The lesse lyghl all-way 
'Po the nyght sail take cntcnt. 

I*. II. 

(The first stanza is headed with a long couplet of sixteen and twelve 
syllables, Lat. and Eng.) 

* In heuyn and erthe duly lx* dene. 

Of V dates werke, evyn unto the endc 
I have complete by courssis dene ; 

Me thynketh the space of tham wele spende. 

I*. 14 . 

* Adam and Eve, this is the place 
That 1 ha\e graunte you of my grace 

To have your wonnyng in. 

Erbes, spyce. frute on tree, 

Beastes, fcwles, all that ye see 

Shall bowe to you, more and myn. 

This place bight paradyce. 

Here shall your joys begynne, 

And yf that ye be wysc 

Frome this tbarr ye never twynne. 

P. x 8 . 

(Fide St*/, p. 117, and t»/. on Montgomerie.) 
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or very short lines, in respect of which we have probably 
the earliest example in Sir Tristrem ; and VI. is ^ In the 
" Bums ” stanza, evidently the most popular (except the 
twelve-eight-six, as we may call it) of all. Of the merit 
of this metre it is quite unnecessary to speak, and Burns’s 
own practice has shown how effective it is for soliloquy. 
One cannot, on the other hand, say very much for it as a 
vehicle of dialogue. 

VII. is, again, one of alliterative eleven-line bobbed or 
tagged stanzas, of which we have several, sometimes with 
the dialogue cunningly interwoven, and resembling, like 
the Burns stanza, the French conversation-triolet. On 
VIIL, with its staves of eights, as on others that 
will occur, no very special comment need be made. 
They are probably all efforts to avoid the continuous 
octosyllabic couplet which, though we find it constantly 
in the closely connected “ Townley ” group, seems to 
have displeased the York versifiers. IX. is a fourteen- 
lined alliterative stanza, with a body of eights and a tail 
of sixes. XIII. (the omitted numbers arc replicas of 
forms already described) is curiously varied, “ like a piece 
of music,” as Miss Toulmin Smith justly remarks. The 
variations extend from a ten-lined stanza turned upside 
down from that above noticed {i.e. an octosyllabic quatrain 
tailed by a Romance six of eights, both freely cquiva- 
lenced), which is, if anything, the staple, to an eleven-line 
alliterative bob-stanza, and othpr forms. XIV. is still 
more notable, for it "* is the Burns stanza, with an extra 

> Eve. Sethyn it was so me knytli it sore, 

Bot S3rthen that woman witteles ware. 

Mans maistrie should have been more 
Agayns the gilte. 

^ Adam. Nay at my speche wolde thou never spare 

That has us spike. 

Ed. rii. p. 33, 

It seems to be a sort of equivalent for the French jointed triolet noticed above. 

® Ther lorde thai kenne, that w-aie I wele. 

They worshippe hym with niyght and maync; 

'I'he wedir is colde, as ye may feclc. 

To faalde hym warme thei arc full fayne 
With thare warme breth. 

And oondis on hym is noght la}me 
To warm hym with. 
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line in its body, and with that body rhymed alternately 
instead of in block. I do not think it is nearly as 
successful’ as the shorter and compacter form. XVI., 
alliterative elevens, very irregularly “ bobbed.” 

XVIII. is an interesting twelve-lined measure taper¬ 
ing in lengths adjusted to the bob system, and 
furnished with internal rhyme at the turning - point. 
Among its other interests it has that of suggesting the 
very short rhymes in the “tedious brief” play of the 
Athenian craftsmen, which ten thousand people know 
for one who knows its originals.^ XIX. is in octaves of 
sixes, the first quatrain being alternate-rhymed, the last 
In Memoriafn fashion, and the rhyme-bond being 1358, 
XXIV. is in the “ lengthened Burns,” of which we have 
spoken, and which we have here the opportunity of con¬ 
trasting with the “ pure Burns,” as this comes next. 
XXVI. begins with one of the longest alliterative- 
rhyme combinations, fourteen lines divided into an octave 
of the usual alliteratives and a sixain of three anapaests 
each. Then comes a batch consisting of hotch-potch 
metres admitting, indeed, but hardly deserving schema- 
tisation. These are the Passion pieces, the most popular 
of all, those in which the action is most important, and 
those in which the interlocutors are most numerous and 
the interlocution most subdivided—facts which explain 
the metrical irregularity. 

XXXIII. continues the same subject, but would 
appear to be one of the oldest of all, inasmuch as it is 
in almost purely alliterative metre—rhymed indeed and 
roughly stanzaed with bob and wheel, but very irregular 

^ Thou lufFel}^ lord that last shall ay. 

My god, my lorde, my sone so dere, 

To thy godhede hartely I pray 
With all m3m harte holy entere ; 

As thou me to thy roodir chaas, 

I beseke the of thy grace 
For all man-kytide, 

That has in mynde 

To wirshippe the. 

Thou se thy saules to saue 

Jesu my sone so free 

This bone of the I crave.— Ibid. p. 139. 


CHAP. I 


THE DRAMA 


309 


in line-length, and very strongly alliterated. XXXIV., 
after an irregular overture, is in the ten-line (six -4- four) 
stanza; XXXVI. in the thirteen - line alliterative; 
XXXVIII. and XXXIX. in staves of alternately rhymed 
couplets, various in length. XLI. turns to quatrains of 
three eights, and a last line ranging from eight to four ; 
while at the end the three first extend themselves to 
irregular decasyllabics and sometimes into anapaestic 
dimeters. The description may read like a mere 
muddle, but it is nothing of the kind. One sees, as it 
were, the prosodist trying the strings and stops of the 
lyre of English verse, feeling their marvellous elasticity of 
response, and carried away by it a little, yet never to 
mere discord. XLI 11 , goes back to octaves of eight, 
and XLV. to the other octave formed of an octo¬ 
syllabic and a hexasyllabic quatrain. XLV 111 ., re¬ 
serving XLVI. for special notice, is again in octave.s, 
and the late added fragment on the Coronation of our 
Lady is written in the most aureate language of the 
fifteenth century, and in that century’s most shambling 
decasyllabic couplets. The parenthesi.scd example, No. 
XLVI., deserves special mention, because of the extra¬ 
ordinary swing and gusto which is reached by its resolu¬ 
tion (as we may call it) of the alliterative-metrical 
compromise. The middle stop is kept in one sen.se, but 
the middle wall of partition which it ordinarily makes, in 
the long lines, between the rhythm of the two halves is 
by the help of the Lord, luppen over,” as Mause Head- 
rigg has it. The full swing of the anapSEi^stic tetrameter or 
dimeter is reached in the long lines opening the stanza. 
And this is not the most remarkable thing. We are in 
full Ingoldsby Legend with the couplet, 

But the Pharisees fierce 
All his reasons reverse, 

and beyond them even into mid-nineteenth century 
burlesque in 

They dusshed him, they dashed him. 

They lusshed hym, they lasshed hym. 

They pusshed him, they pushed hym. 


VOL. I 
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The trick of identical beginnings has seldom been pushed 
farther, and often more unsuccessfully, than in the piece 
quoted in the note,^ and abundant things throughout are 
purely Swinbumian. 

The Townley Plays} which come (probably) next in 
order of time to the York^ and which have been thought 
to possess some direct connection with them, present one 
remarkable and pervading, though not constant, prosodic 
difference, if not on the very first page, yet in the very 
first play; and that is the presence of the continuous 
octosyllabic couplet. This appears after a batch of 
Romance sixes, and the alternation is kept up—a very 
interesting thing, when it is remembered, first, that the 
couplet was the universal metre of French Miracle and 
Mystery; secondly, that these two metres were the staple 
of English Romance. Both arc well managed—indeed it 
is well known that the Townley collection shows the most 
distinct genius of ail the four, especially in a scattered 
group which exhibits the usual mediaeval mixture of 
solemnity and grotesque with an extraordinarily vigorous 
(if sometimes also violent) humour. This is shown in 
the second play, or Mactatio Abel, which, with the later 
Secunda Pastorum, is the most famous of all our 
mysteries. The almost riotous extravagance of the 
matter communicates itself to the metre, which ranges 
through all sorts of combinations, from the plain couplet 
to complicated “ thirteens.” Medley as it is, however, it 
is by no means ineffective, though the occasional differ* 

^ I thanke the os rcuerent rote of oure reste, 

I thanke the as stedfast stokke for to stande, 

I thanke the as tristy tre for to trestc, 

1 thanke the as buxsom bough to the bande, 

I thanke the as leefie the lustiest in lande, 

1 thanke the as Iwwteoiis braunche for to here, 

I thanke the as flower that neuere is fadande, 

I thanke the as frewte that has fedde us in fere, 

I thanke the for eucre. 

If they repreue me 
Now schall thei leue me ! 

Thi blissinge gifie me 

And douteles 1 schall do my deuere. 

• Ed. Englandond Pollard, E.E.T.S., 1897. “ Townley or ** Towiwley” 
is optional. 
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ence of a single line, between stanzas clearly of the same 
general scheme, shows singular carelessness. But the 
third or “ Ark ” Play (which must pretty certainly be by 
the same hand) shows that the unknown author, when 
he chose, could observe the most elaborate rules punctu* 
ally enough. It is written in a nine-line stanza,' which 
might almost as well be a thirteen—for the first lines are 
Alexandrines with middle- as well as end-rhymes, and 
might as well or better be written as sixes. They are 
completed by the usual “ bob-wheel ”—a four, three eights 
and a six, bcccb. This adapts itself very well to the 
opening speech of Noah, which is a dignified address to 
the Divinity, and to God’s reply. But it might not seem 
equally well suited to the action which follows, in which, 
according to the general media.‘val practice, Noah’s wife 
is made to play the part of a comic shrew, though not 
here, as in some cases, a drunken one. Still the author 
pieces up the stanzas, and even the lines, with conversation 
quite deftly. The fourth, Abraham^ is in octaves of 
eights, and contains one of those echoing and unforget¬ 
table lines which inferior poetries so rarely yield us, but 
which in English we have almost from the first— 

The land of vision is full far. 

V.—the short (because imperfect) I sum: —is in very 
good equivalcnced couplets,* as is the next, Jacoby while 
VII. {The Prophets) is in Romance sixes. But in Pharaoh 
■(VIII.) we come back to variety, both of line and stanza. 

1 Myghtfull God veray. Maker of all that is, 

Thre persons withouten nay, oone God in cndles blis, 

Thou maide both night and day, beest, fowlc and fish. 

All creatures that lif may wrought thou at thy wi.sh, 

As thou wel myght: 

The son, the moyne, verament 
Thou maide : the Bimament, 

The star res also full fervent 

To shyne thou maide ful bright. 

P. 23. 

^ Com ner|e son | and kys ] me 
That 1 j may feyl|e the smell ) of the. | 

The smell | of | my son | is like 
To a feld | with flowlris or holny bike* 

P. 49. 




212 


THE FIFTEENTH CENTURY 


BOOK III 


The former oscillates between eight and six, and the eights 
and sixes are batched, sometimes in octaves and some¬ 
times in fours, rather more than thirty of each, with 
certain anomalies, which are probably again mere care¬ 
lessness. From IX. to XI. the two types recur alone 
or mixed. The first “ Shepherd’s ” Play (XII.), the 
goodness of which has been rather obscured by the 
second, and of Male its hero, employs the nine-thirteen 
stanza above analysed, as does the Secunda itself,—the 
author, in all cases of need, showing the same extra¬ 
ordinary knack of piecing and “ part-metring,” as we may 
say. XIV. is in the Burns stanza—the first appearance 
here of that favourite Northern medium—but its incon¬ 
siderable length is not unbroken. XV. takes the short 
and much “ bobbed ” thirteen, rhymed rather uncertainly, 
and XVI. the other thirteen compressed to nine. XVII. 
is in the octave of 88868886 naabceeb^ with the sixes 
changed for fours, but shifts after a time to Romance 
sixe.s. XVIII., though by no means altogether successful, 
and metrically very irregular, is interesting from its very 
irregularity. It is difficult to read without feeling nearly 
sure that the author was, so to speak, groping for the 
“ common measure ” of eight and six in quatrains. But it 
plays a sort of blind-man’s buff with him, and he is con¬ 
stantly wwj-catching in its place the quatrain of eights, 
jess frequently that of sixes, and sometimes a muddle of 
all three. These things are quite as instructive, and to 
any one well broken to the sport, quite as interesting as 
the finished measures ; but we should have to give not 
merely a stanza or two, but the whole piece, to illustrate 
them fully. It forms one of the best texts for a special 
sermon on the subject And the play contrasts most 
remarkably with the next (XIX.) on John the Baptist, 
where the octave of eights is maintained without any 
great effort throughout. XX. begins the Passion, where 
we expect irregularity, and find it to an extent better 
indicated in a note,^ it being sufficient for the text to say 

^ In XX. {Conspiracio) there are at least half-a-dozen types of stanzas— 
besides the couplet. These types vary in themselves as thus :— 
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that the old hand of Cain reappears in a new sense. The 
“ Buffeting ” play {Colaphisatio) is regular enough in the 
nine - line form, but the Flagellation again takes wide 
licences, and the Crucifixion itself surpasses all in this 
respect. 

In the extraordinary play called The Talents^ XXIV., 
Pilate begins with parcel Latin-English in the nine-line 
stanza before settling to the octave in triplets, only to 
rove from it again into endless stanza-phases, some of them 
singularly vigorous. XXV. returns to the irregular 
common measure, and XXVI. to the Burns stanza, much 
varied, which is continued in XXVII. XXVIII. goes 


Or that I this nyght | )>e gone | 

Alone I will ye | leyf me ; | 

I''or in I this night | ilkon | 

Ye I sh.all fro | me flee, 1 
to 

Now loke j youre hart | ys l>e grejfyd noght 
Nawtherje in dre|de ne 1 in wo 
Bot trow J in (iod | that you | has wroghl 
And in me j trow ye | also, 

while the second and third lines often undoubtedly extend to the full eight, 
as in 

Thou shall | deny J me tyjmcs three. 

In the Rlagellation complete fourteeners of excellent swing without middle 
rhyme (as well a.s others with) appear, as this, which I have purposely given 
in modern spelling :— 

For like as on both sides the iron the hammer maketh plain. 

In the Cruei/ixion Our Lady has a song in two beautiful stanzas, arranged on 
the same middle-rhyme note, besides others in variant:— 

Alas ! may euer be my sang, whiles I may lyf in leid, 

Me thynk now that I lyf to lung to .se my barnc thus blede 
(Jews] lues wyrke with hym all wrang, wherefore do they this dede ? 

Lo, so hy they have him hang—they let for no drede. 

Why so 

His fomen is he emang ? No freynde he has, l>ot fo, 

Alas Dede 1 thou dwellys to king ! whi art thou hid fro me, 

Who kend the to my childe to gang ? All blak thou mnkys his ble. 
Now witterly thou wyrkys wrang, the more I will wyte thee. 

But if thou will my hart& stang, that I myght with hym dee, 

And byde : 

Sore syghyng is my sang, for thyrlyd is his hyde 1 

fbid. p. 370. 

The last word is a curious instance of what all wide-ranging students of 
poetry know—the ill-luck of poets in the changed or restricted use and 
association of words which they cannot foresee. 
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from Romance sixes to Alexandrines, while XXIX., 
XXX., and XXXI. are once more a pot-pourri, requiring 
bewildering enumeration to give their schedules and prac¬ 
tically the citation of the whole pieces (which are long) 
to illustrate the bones clothed with verse hesh and blood. 
It is almost sufficient to say that no ingredient of line or 
stanza is new, though the gallimaufry may be freshly 
reconstituted in each case. 

The presence of this gallimaufry, with the other pres¬ 
ence of the continuous couplet as an alternative, gives 
the main importance, for us, of the Townley cycle. It is 
open to any one to contend that, as both it and the York 
have an at least probable relation to the Cursor Mundi^ 
this last feature is a direct survival from the great Middle 
English “ Scripture History.” It is open, I think, to any 
one else to hold that this presence is evidence of a 
relapse—of an awakening to the consciousness that 
drama wants a staple metre, which could not, for the 
time, be the far superior vehicle of blank verse. And 
this seems to me to suit better with the explanation of 
the mixed multitude of metres we have surveyed. 

The third, or “ Coventry ” series ^ (it is, of course, a 
matter of no moment for us whether it is really the 
Ludus Coventriae or not) is believed to be of about the 
same date as the Townley in direct transcription, but 
there cannot be much doubt that all the collections repre¬ 
sent fourteenth-century work, less or more re-handled. 
From the general fact of their constitution by a large 
number of smaller units, themselves not quite homo¬ 
geneous, general impressions are not easy to receive from 
any of the series, and not likely to be very trustworthy 
when received. As a rule, however, the “ Coventiy ” 
group conveys one of rather less extreme metrical variety, 
and of a certain drift towards length of line, not distantly 
approaching, in some cases, the ponderous, lolloping 
doggerel of the early sixteenth-century drama, which, by 
reaction, helped to bring on blank verse itself. Indeed, 
side by side with this, or rather as part of it, there is not 
* Ed. Halliwell (London, 1841). 
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a little evidence of desertion of the octosyllable—formerly 
the great staple of verse, dramatic and non-dramatic—for 
the decasyllable, after a fashion which supports' the theory 
of natural rise of the longer from the shorter measure. 
But the plan of orderly analysis is too valuable to desert. 

The “Prologue” presents at first sight no great differ¬ 
ence from the earlier cycle, being the now familiar " thir¬ 
teen ” of an octave and two short lines with mono-rhymed 
triplet between them, which we have seen so often. But 
there is here a curious variation which, though it may 
be present elsewhere, is here particularly noticeable. The 
line-constituents of the octave vary from long doggerel 
lines, heavily alliterated, to -quite neat and succinct octo¬ 
syllables of the “ rhythm-of-the-foreigner ” pattern. But 
an odd process of compensation is in some cases notable. 
When the octave is long the bob and wheel are short, 
and when the octave is of strict, or nearly strict, eights, 
the bob and wheel considerably extend themselves. 

This metre, with drops into 88868886 octaves, per¬ 
severes steadily in the first three plays of the actual 
cycle, and begins the fourth, changing in this latter to 
other octaves in a line which hesitates between the deca¬ 
syllable and the “ tumbling ” alliterative.® V., VI., and 
VII. are octaves of irregularly equivalenced eights, 
rhymed ababbebe^ the same tendency to lengthen the line, 
however, being noticeable, reaching in VIII. a quite in¬ 
ordinate extent.® IX. exhibits the same sort of thing, 
with differences ; but X. relapses upon thirteens and the 
octave, and XI. is mainly this last, while XII. introduces 

* See, for instance, most of the plays, in which this cycle is particularly rich, 
on the conception and birth of Christ. 

* Some of the breakdowns are very plastic, as in II., where Eve, falling 
into the beautiful rhythm noticed above, says (spelling purposely inoflernised)— 

Alas I that ev|er that speech | was spo|ken 
That the | false an | gel said | unto me ; | 

Alas, j our Ma|kcr‘s bid{ding is brojken. 

For I I have touched j his own | dear tree. 

^ Another to the pilgrims and poor men : the third for them with me abide. 

• ••••• *•« 

For my barrenness he may amend this himself, and thou list, to-morrow. 

(Spelling again modernised to bring out the effect. The close is a **thirteen** 
and a quatrsun.) 
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that frequent and Protean variety, the dizain, consisting 
of a Romance six and a quatrain “ long *' or common.^ The 
same measures continue in varying doses till XVI., 
the “Adoration of the Shepherds,” in which, as in the 
next, the “ Adoration of the Magi,” combinations of very 
short lines appear as a change. All the rest, I think, 
are more or less made up of the same metres, so that 
we have for a general result—besides that significant 
lengthening of the line which has been noted side by side 
with the shorts—a slightly greater variety of “ make-up,” 
to match the slightly less variety of the ingredients used. 
The whole cycle is a sort of lucky-bag, in which you may 
dip and get very different things. But its lesson is, on 
the whole, a more strictly fifteenth-century one than that 
either of York or of Townley—a lesson of transition. 

The excessively corrupt state of the text of the fourth 

or “ Chester ” series, of which we only possess copies, the 

♦ 

oldest of them dating from the extreme end of the six¬ 
teenth century, would make it superfluous in any case to 
analyse it with the fulness which we have given to the 
others. But through all this corruption we can see a 
general lesson which has nothing new for us. There is 
fair evidence that the cycle in its originals was pretty 
old—it may, perhaps, have been the oldest of all—and 
this is confirmed by the prosody, in which the commonest 
metres arc alternately rhymed octosyllabic quatrains, or 
the favourite arrangement of an octave consisting of 
two mono-rhymed triplets, with fourth and eighth lines 
(sixes) rhymed togetlier. 

So also the examination of the two large series may 
relieve us from that of the Digby and Macro collections, 
and of the few isolated examples, which have nothing 
new to show. The word “ relieve ” must not be misunder¬ 
stood, and is to be taken with strict reference to prosody. 

^ We have noticed, and shall notice, more than once the frequency of this 
combination. It is not surprising, the two stanzas separately being, and to be, 
the most popular metres of all—and perhaps the eldest—after the octosyllabic 
couplet itself. To build with both of them is exactly what would occur 
naturally, in that more unschooled than scholastic process of prosodic experi¬ 
ment and development which I believe to have taken place in our poetry. 
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The Digby MagdcUene is perhaps the most interesting 
English miracle-play of a serious kind, and for the due 
comprehension of the historic connection of our drama 
simply invaluable ; and the Macro Castell of Perseverance 
—^vast, enormous, exemplary—may be shuddered at by 
Frivolity, but must be accepted by Knowledge. Still, 
they and their fellows have little that is new prosodically, 
and nothing that is necessary for us to analyse.^ 

1 It is in the classification and analysis of the numerous and complicated 
metres of these plays, and of the miscellaneous poems in Bk. II. Chap. Ill., 
that oversights are most likely to occur. I have done my best to avoid 
them, and can only promise gratitude to any one who will let me know of 
slips. 
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Ungracious state of the subject—Lydgate and his reputation—His 
older panegyrists—His recent defenders—The Minor Poems — 
London Uckj>enny —The Story of Thebes —The Temple of Glass 
—The Assembly of Gods —The Secrets of the Philosoffres —The 
Two Nightingale Poems —^The Pilgrimage and other octo¬ 
syllabic poems—Occleve—An interim lesson from the pair— 
The last group—Hawes—The Conversion of Swearers —The 
Pastime of Pleasure —Barclay—Skelton—His “doggerel”— 
The “ Skeitonic ” verse. 


Ungracious 
state of the 
subject. 


Lydgate 
and his 
reputation. 


The successors of Chaucer (a phrase usually including his 
younger contemporaries, especially Lydgate and Occleve) 
occupy, as many people know who have never opened a 
page of their writing, a peculiar and most unenviable 
pillory. There is hardly a literary historian who does 
not " spare ” them “ a curse.” This special kind of passing, 
parenthetic, and sometimes actually silent abuse has very 
few parallels in literature; and when the abusers conde¬ 
scend to give reasons, which is not always the case, these 
reasons are most frequently drawn from our own division 
of the subject. So that—without recapitulating these in 
general, for they will come out sufficiently in the handling 
—we may proceed with some zest, unattractive as the 
subject is generally considered, to that handling itself, 
and to the orderly accumulation of the facts of the case 
before delivering judgment on them. 

In age very probably, in length of life it would seem, 
in bulk of work almost without doubt, and in contem¬ 
porary and immediately posthumous fame without any 
doubt at all, the primacy among these persons is due to 
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John Lydgate.* The fifteenth century, and even great 
part of the sixteenth, did not hesitate to rank him with 
Chaucer and Gower in a trinity of patternhood for 
English poetry. Not merely men like Hawes, whose 
genius, though perhaps superior to his own, was of the 
same kind, but men like Dunbar, whose concentrated 
and fiery quality might seem most alien from his fecund 
but flaccid voluminousness, heaped eulogies upon him. 

The early press did him yeoman’s service; and the 
Elizabethan critics, if they were not so extravagant in 
his praise as their fathers and grandfathers, yet spoke 
respectfully of him, and in particular assigned him “good 
verse.” While not retaining the shadowy name-greatness 
of Chaucer in the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, 
he escaped the occasional contempt; and in the middle 
of the latter century he found a singular champion 
in Gray, who probably transmitted interest in him to 
Coleridge, and who actually commits himself to the state¬ 
ment that Lydgate “surpasses Gower in smoothness.” It 
is, however, noticeable that all Gray’s illustrations are 
taken from the Falls of Princes only ; and though he 
seems to have known of other work of Lydgate’s, it is not 
quite clear to what extent he knew it 

The approval, such as it is, of Elizabethan critics like His oidw 
Webbe and Puttenham will not stand much examination. 

It is traditional, not to say ignorant, in character ; it is 
vague in expression ; and it is 4argely conditioned, if not 
quite coloured and covered, by one consideration. These 
critics (as the fuller handling of them in the next volume 
will, I hope, show) were almost entirely dominated by the 
subject-theory of poetry, and by the narrowest ideas of 
syllabic uniformity. How little they cared for real poetic 
music is shown sufficiently by the approval that they 


1 For some years past the E.E.T.S. has most properly devoted itself to 
the provision, at last, of a complete Lydgate, the issues of which up to date 
will be cited (and sometimes criticised) infra. Till almost the end of the 
nineteenth century there was nothing accessible, outside the MSS. and the 
very rare and costly printed originals, except the Talc of Thebes and a few 
other pieces in Chalmers (under the head of Chaucer) and the Minor Poems 
edited by Halliwell for the Percy Society (London, 1840). 
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extended to the creaking abominations of classical 
“ versing.” Lydgate, in the work which they chiefly knew 
of his—the same Falls of Princes —dealt with grave and 
stately subjects just after their liking, and they probably 
gave him the benefit of antiquity for the defects of form, 
which, even on their standard, he exhibits. 

We, on the other hand, may also give him, and Occleve, 
and the rest, benefit of a certain kind, which will be fully 
set forth in the Interchapter to this Book. But mean¬ 
while they must underlie, as all other fellow-sinners since 
must underlie, the reproach of not knowing the main 
business of the poet, which is to get poetical music out 
of the language which he uses. There may be mitigating 
circumstances to urge against too heavy punishment for 
the crime—but, as for the gravity of that crime itself, I 
myself do not see how the most ingenious advocate who 
respects facts can argue for an acquittal. 

But here some one will perhaps cry “ Softly, sir ! Are 
you quite certain that the fault is not in your own ear? 
Did not people, and sometimes people of positive genius, 
attribute, at least to Lydgate, no small share of definitely 
metrical and poetical charm ? ” The demurrer is quite a 
fair one prima facie ; but it is not hard to deal with it. 
Who arc the main praisers and what are their praises ? 
They have been mentioned briefly already, and may be 
classed thus—i. Dunbar and Hawes for persons of real 
worship at the beginning of the sixteenth century; 

2. The common contemporaries and immediate successors; 

3. The Elizabethan critics, already despatched. Now 
those in Class 2 were mostly very dull dogs; indeed they 
were all directly or indirectly pupils of Lydgate, and 
they were certain not merely to ignore but to fail to see 
his faults, because they were their own. Benedict Burgh, 
for instance, the chief of these pupils, can give his master 
points, as we shall see, for prosodic and poetical amousia 
of all kinds. The same, though he was not stupid and 
was a poet now and then, is the case with Hawes. In 
Dunbar genius and poetry had a much greater part But 
Dunbar was in a manner a foreigner; he was writing 
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literary standard English (so far as he did write it) 
almost as we write Latin verses, and it would have been 
very ungenerous of him if he had abused his nearest and 
most copious pattern and master, however much he him¬ 
self bettered that master’s instruction. In addition to 
which let it be remembered that in all these men the 
critical sense was not at all, or was hardly, born ; they 
all had that astonishing indiscriminateness —that “ Groves 
of Blarney ” promiscuity—which marks the literary appre¬ 
ciation of the Middle Ages wholly, and in only a little less 
degree that of the Transition. 

The praise of Gray and Coleridge has been sufficiently 
discounted already. But if they were too complimentary, 
and if neither knew quite enough, a younger contemporary 
of Gray, an elder contemporary of Coleridge, who knew 
Lydgate very thoroughly indeed, more than made up the 
balance by »/zcomplimentariness. With his usual polite¬ 
ness Ritson, after an immense catalogue ^ of work by or 
attributed to Lydgate, boxes one of his ears as that of a 
“ prosaic, voluminous, and drivelling monk,” and brings him 
up again by smiting the other in regard to his ** drawlings, 
in which there are scarcely three lines together of pure and 
accurate metre.” And although Ritson’s violence of lan¬ 
guage and temper did him no good, the busy and ever- 
increasing study of older English literature did certainly, 
for this reason or that, neglect Lydgate remarkably during 
the first three-quarters of the nineteenth century, with the 
exceptions noted above. The Early English Text Society, 
as also noted, has at last buckled to the task, though 
there is still very much to do.^ 

* Bibliotheca Poetica (London, 1802), pp. 66-90. Some of Lydgate’s 
recent German editors and champions have been nearly as severe on Ritson 
himself. There is nothing to be said for his temper or his manners ; but the 
man who knew what he knew a hundred years ago is not to t>e belittled by 
those who have profited (or not) by nearly four generations of his and others' 
labour. As for Warton, his observations on Lydgate, though numerous 
enough, are rather gingerly, and seem to avoid focussing themselves up into 
a definite criticism. Verbose ” and ** languid ” find themselves side by side 
with “ harmonious ” and ** elegant ” ; an<l must feel rather inclined to say to 
them, “ What on earth axe ^ou doing here ? ” 

^ I hope it is not ungracious to express a wish that the whole task—a 
gigantic one, I admit—had been entrusted to one person, and that person an 
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Some of the editors of these reprints, animated no 
doubt, in part at any rate, by chivalrous devotion to their 
client, have been wroth with Lydgate’s decriers,^ and 
especially with Ritson. The line of defence is, of course, 
obvious—to find fault with the presentation of the texts, 
and to say that those who (as some even of themselves 
have done) depreciate the monk’s versification, do so 
merely from reliance on a bad text. Unfortunately the 
retort is not less obvious—that a so-called “ critical ” text, 
with its pickings from this manuscript and that, or its 
reconstruction of a single one according to manufactured 
rules, may to some extent restore prosodic system, but 
will always be subject to the doubt whether it in the least 
resembles what the poet wrote. But some have gone 
further still, relying on that singular idea (not German 
only, but entertained by the Germans with greater 
freedom and naiveti than by any other nation, or by any 
class of students of literature save the minor classical 
rhetoricians), that if you can, in this or that fashion, reduce 
things to some sort of classification, you have done all 
that can possibly be required of you. Thus Dr. Schick,® 


Englishman. Foreigners can do prose well enough, but their editing of verse is 
almost inevitably unsatisfactory, while the distribution of the task among many 
different hands, native and foreign, makes it almost imp>ossibie that even 
identical, let alone probably correct, views of prosody will be taken. Of 
course I know what my friend Dr. Fumivall would say, and say truly: but 
it is a pity. 

1 Who include even such an admirably competent and welbwilling Middle 
English authority as Dr. Skeat. 

^ I cannot refrain (grateful as I am to him and others for the texts they 
have given us) from illustrating Dr. Schick’s attitude to English prosody by 
a line which he does not approve— 

In Wiltshire of England two priestes there were^ 

This, he decides, has no metre at all, or can only be scanned as an introduc* 
tion of "Firdausi’s line." I am not ashamed to confess that "having" no 
Persian 1 am ill at Firdausi’s numbers (are they amphibrachs or anti- 
bacchics ?); but I wish no English poet had ever written a worse line than 
this. For it is clear to any Englishman that Lydgate may have meant— 

In Wilt|shire of | England | two priests } there were ; 

or this— 

In Wilt|shire of Eng [land two | priestes [ there were; 
or may have indulged in that veiy English metre the anapaestic dimeterf 
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the editor of the TempU of G/ass, agreeing in the main 
with Dr. Schipper, though not as to his scanning of lines, 
says that Lydgate has five types of the " five-beat ” 
line. 

These five types are, put briefly in the language of 
this book : 

A. The typical decasyllabic with normal run. 

B. A form with an extra syllable before the caesura. 

C. One with a syllable too few at the caesura. 

D. The nine-syllable Chaucerian type. 

£. A line with a trisyllabic beginning. 

Classijicatum esty and apparently nothing more is thought 
necessary: though we find to our surprise that, after all, 
Lydgate is “ a doggerel poet ” who has not a sensitive 
ear for rhythm.” Between this and Ritson there does not 
seem much more than the diflcrences of a less and a more 
violent vocabulary. Unfortunately we cannot let Drs. 
Schick and Schipper off with a mere conviction for 
inconsistency. Let us examine these types a little more 
carefully. As to A and E nothing need be said. The 
first, of course, “ standeth crowned,” and the last will 
receive, from me at least, an extra prize for a valuable 
championship of true liberty. D, I have said, is, I think, 
a mistake, but it is a mistake made in following Chaucer, 
and so venial. B, I should account for as a line with a 
trisyllabic foot in this case or that, and pass it readily as 
such, though I should say thaft Lydgate’s use of it is 
generally clumsy and inharmonious, justifying Ritson’s 
black-mark, if it had been less truculently applied. But 
as for C,^ which we are told is “ peculiar to Lydgate,” or 

which'often in the fifteenth century intrudes even where it seems to have no 
business— 

In Wiltjshire of Eng|land two priesjtes there wcu’e ; 

or, lastly, that this may be one of the “walkings” of our “ghost”—^the 
amphibrach itself. At any rate, if Dan John had never done anything worse, 
he would certainly not have incurred Ritson’s censure—nor mine. 

^ E.g. Dr. Schick’s own illustrations fi-om the Temple of Class — 

For specheles nothing maist thou spede. 

If eny word in the be myssaide. 

Sith noon but she may thi sores sound. 
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at any rate peculiarly Lydgatian, more developed in his 
works than anywhere else,” “ very common,” etc.—I can 
only say that the form seems to me incurable, intolerable, 
hopelessly characteristic of “ a doggerel poet without a 
sensitive ear for rhythm.” The commoner it is, the more 
fully developed, the more peculiarly Lydgatian, the clearer 
is it that Lydgate was a bad metrist. The case is prac¬ 
tically given away. But we shall not take unfair advan¬ 
tage of the giving, and as usual examine the texts seriatim 
and seriously. 

With regard to the Minor PoemSy it may be granted to 
the objectors above cited that a more careful edition of 
them, distinguishing those which are certainly Lydgate’s 
from those which are not, and giving MS. collations, is 
much needed. Yet it may be much doubted whether any 
substantial mending is possible. The prevailing metre is, 
as we should expect, rhyme-royal, which Chaucer had 
made popular, of which he had given numerous and 
admirable patterns, and which, by its precise and yet not 
too exacting prosodic arrangement, was well calculated to 
keep stumbling versifiers from actual falling. Unluckily 
the opening poem, on Henry the Sixth’s entry into London 
after his coronation at Paris, is one of the very worst of 
all, and one of the most seemingly impossible to mend. 
One can hardly even imagine more shambling metre and 
beggarly phrase than that of the passage cited below.' 
Others are somewhat better—“ The Marriage between an 
Old Man and a Young Wife ” (Lydgate is always better 
at the satiric than at the serious), the ** Horse, Goose, and 
Sheep,” of which Halliwell strangely gave but part, and 

* (Absolutely la foiiune dupot and not quite so bad as some.) 

Ther whas the bisshope of Rouchester allso 
'rhe dene of Poolys, the chauons everychon, 

Of dew os thei ougbte to doo, 

On procession with the Kyng to goon. 

And thoughe I cannot reherse them on by oone, 

Yet dar I sey as in ther entent 

To do theyre dever fulle tniely they ment. 

If this be not dc^^rel, the word has neither connotation nor denotation in 
English. 



CHAP. II 


THE SUCCESSORS OF CHAUCER 


22$ 


especially '*The Churl and the Bird.” In some pieces 
Lydgate accepts or attempts the ballade form : and he has 
several combinations of octosyllables and decasyllabics, 
with some novelties, especially the very interesting measure 
of “ London Lickpenny,” the best known and by far the 
best and brightest of his efforts. 

It has been said that Lydgate is better at light 
subjects than at heavy ones, his lack of sheer poetry being 
less apparent in them, and his prosodic shortcomings 
benefiting by the universal allowance to comic verse, 
while his actual sense of fun is by no means dull. The 
huge translation of the Pilgrimage of Man is full of 
humorous passages, for the most part quite intended, and 
several of the minor poems arc really amusing. But 
London Lickpenny is the best and most sustained of London 
all, not merely from the point of view of students of 
manners and customs, but from that of lovers of literature. 

There is no such vivid picture of old London anywhere, 
and the vividness is very greatly assisted by the metre,’ 
in which the rhyme-royal of eights, instead of making a 
stumbling effort at syllabic uniformity, swings with an 
ease and sureness of equivalence, contrasting most satis¬ 
factorily, but, from another point of view, most strangely, 
with the knock-kneed halting of his usual verse. And, 
independently of its individual merit, the thing connects 
itself most interestingly as the work of a known writer, 
highest ranked of his own later contemporaries in what 
some call “ art-poetry,” with those popular adespota^ which. 


* UdIo the Rolls I gat me from thence, 

Before the clarkes of the chauiiceryo, 

, Where many I found caniyng of ijence. 

But none at all once regarded mee. 

1 gave them my playnt ufipori my knee : 

They lyked it well when they had it rearle. 

But lackyng money I could not be sped. 

Etc. etc. 

Few pieces exhibit the life given by trisyllabic equivalence better than this. 
The refrains in other poems are not seldom good, as— 

All stant in change like a mydsorncr rose. 

Bnt they may have been second-hand. 

VOL. I O 
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as we shall see, go some way to remove the reproach of 
the century in matters prosodic. 

That reproach is most certainly not removed by the 
Story of Thebes^ though, once more, the protest ot the 
defenders about a bad text must be allowed for what it is 
worth. ^ Sure one may be, at any rate, that not many 
worse texts, whether the fault be the fault of author, 
copyist, or printer, exist, out of the fifteenth century and 
the early sixteenth. And one may feel very nearly sure 
that the abundance of such texts at this time is not 
purely a coincidence. No doubt by a sufficient exercise 
of eclecticism, and especially by that “touching up the 
final ^’s,” of which Dr. Furnivall has spoken (with the 
mixture of frankness and humour which endears him to 
all who know him personally, and should do so to many 
who only know his writings), you may do much. But 
what you never will do, without sheer rewriting, is to get 
out of Lydgate, especially in his decasyllabic verse, any 
kind of flowing or poetical metre. It is not merely that 
the five precious types, and that most precious of all, the 
broken-backed “C,” swarm and wriggle “like crushed 
frogs,” as Dirk Hatteraick says of the unlucky gauger. 
Unless you do something more than “ touch up ” you will 
find it impossible to resist the conclusion that there are 
frequent octosyllabic lines in the piece, and, what is more, 
that the actual octosyllabic couplet is to be found there.* 
Challenging, as the thing almost insanely does, a direct 
comparison with the Knights Tale, its deficiencies no 
doubt come out even more strangely, and are presented 
as even more hideous than they are. But they are 
hideous enough in themselves. 

The Hyperion (not merely a stock phrase here, as will 
be seen) and the satyr are most glaringly contrasted in a 


* Not for more. And, as it so happens, we have both London Lickptnny 
and fart of the Story carefully edited in Professor Skeat’s Specimens (3rd 
ed. Oxford, 1880). 

^ In the Skeat version, which is sure to have had all that can be done for 
it, a passage of fourteen lines, or seven couplets, contains hve octosyllabic 
lines, one of them apparently catalectic, and three couplets which would be 
much better if frankly octosyllabic. (Specimens, ed. cit. p. 28, 11 . 1077-90.) 
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pair of passages which Professor Skeat has duly brought 
together, but the prosodic and poetic lesson of which he 
has mercifully refrained from drawing. Every one 
knows Chaucer’s really magnificent lines in the Knights 
Tale (633-638), where individually excellent verses make a 
perfect whole— 

The busy larke, messager of day, 

Salueth in hire song the morwe gray, 

And fyry Phebus ryseth up so brighte 
That al the orient laughetk of the 
And with his stremes dryeth in the greves 
The silver droppes honging on the leves. 


Lydgate in Story of Thebes^ 1250 sq,^ writes— 

Ther he lay to the larkc song 
With notes newe hegh up in the ayr. 

The glade morowe rody and right fayr, 
l^hebus also casting up his bemes 
The heghe hylles gilt with his stremes. 

Here the whole is a creaking discord. And as for the 
parts—line 3 is individually tolerable ; i would be so in an 
octosyllabic poem, but is here quite out of place ; 2 can just 
be made so by touching up the ^’s and allowing hiatus at the 
caesura ; but 4 is either the abominable “ C ” or a single¬ 
syllable first - foot line ; and 5 is apparently the latter. 

Every line but one wants an apology of some kind : and 
the whole team hirples, and pulls in different directions, 
after a fashion partly comic and partly disgusting. 

Turning to the new critical or edited texts, it Temple of 

natural to take first the elaborately commented Temple 0/^^^^“' 

Glass} to which reference has been made. This consists 
of a heroic prologue and epilogue, and of a body of some 
120 rhyme - royal stanzas. The first is interesting, 
because the editor has not scrupled to do the “ touching 
up ” where the state of the MSS. was not gracious, nor to 
insert ckevilles of his own when the early printers do not 
satisfy him. By all which spiritings, and by the help of 
his Five Types, he has got things into a kind of shape. 

» Ed. J. Schick, E.E.T.S., London, 1891. 
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But the shapelessness of it after all will be best shown by 
an example.' 

And the same may be said of the rhyme-royal,* re¬ 
membering always what has been observed of that metre 
and its effects on poets of this time. 

The Assembly of Gods * has been denied to Lydgate 
(as, for the matter of that, have the Temple of Glass and 
many other pieces), but, as it seems to me, with no good 
reason. Its editor believes in “critical” editing, and observes, 
with a coolness which I do not know whether to admire 
or not, that fifteenth-century MSS. are not much to be 
depended on, as we know the disuse of the e made scribes 
put in words to patch up. The remark is .a little far- 
ranging, and might be applied to the nineteenth and 
twentieth; but that need not matter to us. Dr. Triggs is, 
however, not one of those happy persons who, so long as 
they can classify irregularities, seem to regard them as no 
irregularities at all, very much as if, when the calendar of 
the Central Criminal Court has been made out, and the 
offences classified, the prisoners were then to be dismissed 

* The opening— 

For thought, constreint, and greuous heuines, 
ncs 

For {lensif and for heigh distres, 

To lH.*d 1 went nov this olhir night, 

Whan that l.iicina with hir pale light 
Wi\s joyned last with Phebus in Aquarie, 

Aniyd Decenibre, when of Jamiaric 
Ther lie Kalcndes of the newe yere. 

'■* Stanza i6— 

'I'his is to scin —douteth neurr a dele— 

That ye shal have ful pos.s[e5s]ion 
Of him that yc cherissh nov so wel, 

In honest ninner, withoute oflenLioun, 

Because 1 cnowe your entencion 
Is truli set in p.arti and in al 
To louc him best and most in special. 

® Ed. O. L. Triggs, E.E.T.S., London, 1896. Dr. Triggs’s coolness is 
almost excessive. He admits that Mr. Lowell may be right in speaking of 
Lydgate’s “ barLirous jangle ”: it is “ probably correct ” if Chaucer is taken as 
standard. But “O.F. verse, with its great variety of lines and measures” 
(what this means I do not know; the syllabic regularity of O.F. is nearly 
impeccable), “ Chaucer’s own verse forms” may have caused licence. “ If 
we forego a fixed metre and read the lines with their natural accentuation^ a 
fairly good rhythm is secured." Dr. Pangloss is nowhere with Dr, Triggs! 



CHAr. II 


THE SUCCESSORS OF CHA UCER 


329 


without a stain on their characters. He honestly schedules 

the lines in the Assembly as follows: 2 fourteen-syllable 

lines, 5 thirteen, 47 twelve, 210 eleven, 546 ten, 179 , 

nine, and 7 eight. To which for convenience we may add 

the similar enumeration of Mr. Steele, the editor of the 

Secfets of the Philosoffres ' (like the Assembly written in The Secreu cf 

rhyme-royal, and, as concerns part of it, certainly Lyd- 

gate's); i fourteener, 2 thirteeners, 46 Alexandrines, 223 

eleven syllables, 989 of the normal size, 287 nine syllables, 

40 eight, and 2 seven. 

The great similarity of these results, the fact that 
one of the pieces is as certainly Lydgate’s as anything that 
we have, and the commendable refusal of both editors to 
adopt the process of “ touching up,” make it worth while 
to base some comments upon them. As for a third edited 
text, the Tivo Nightingale Poemsf wc have made-up The Two 
rhymes-royal with editorial buckwashing, and the uni- 
formity, such as it is, is naturally greater. But pro.sodic, 
as di.stinguished from arithmetical, correctness is very little 
better attained. 

It has been generally admitted by those who have exam¬ 
ined Lydgate’s versification, whatever the view which they 
may have taken of it in general, that he is very much less 
to seek in the octosyllable than in the decasyllable. The 
decasyllable, although, as we have seen, an early if not The Pilgrim- 
frequent or regular product of the imposition of foot- oftosyUaWc” 
scansion on English language, was, as we have seen also, poems, 
a very late comer to any considerable extent, and though 
rarely fortunate in its chief introducer, was not unmixedly 
lucky in the time and circumstances of its introduction. 

It had been brought in just as the great changes in regard 
to the final e and other matters were beginning, and the 
result was that Chaucer’s followers had to apply Chaucer’s 
metre to pronunciation which was every day ceasing to be 
Chaucerian. The octosyllable, on the other hand, was of the 
most ancient house of distinctively English—that is Middle 
English — poetry. It had shown itself, struggling but 

^ E.E.T.S., London. 

^ Ed. Otto Glauntng, E.£.T,S., London, 1900. 
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holding its own, at the very birth thereof; it had steadily 
triumphed ; it had never been cast out or held under; 
and, best of all, it had, from all but the earliest period, 
adapted itself to the two systems, uniform and equiva- 
lenced, of syllabic metring. It was thus perhaps prepared 
to meet any change in pronunciation, any difficulties of 
form ; its general rhythm being so planted in the 
English tongue and ear that nothing could drive it out or 
smother it. 

Therefore, whether we meet it in the ambitious and 
precise allegorising of Reason and Sensuality} or in the 
enormous and fantastic excursions of the Pilgrimage} or 
in Guy^ or in the Saints' Lives^ or where not, we note in 
it a competence which Lydgate, prosodically speaking, 
never possesses,or at least displays, elsewhere.® Me is Hcen- 


* Ed. .Sieper, E.E.T.S., Ixmdon, 1901 sij. The preciseness even extends 
to the metre, and Lydgate i.s often content with a sinijilc catalexis when he 
wants a change. 

2 Ed. Furnivall, E.E.T.S., London, 1899 stf. Here is a passage from 
this (which hir the last half-dozen years has l>een my “ Baruch,” though I do 
not know that 1 have been more successful in my exhortations than l.a Eon- 
laine was in his). The IMlgriin, elaborately armed and exhorted by “ Grace- 
Dieu,” has rather reluctantly set out, and meets a young lady “offqueynte 
array,” and well feathered. He takes a great fancy to her, tells her so with 
much plainness, and wants to know who .she is. She is Youth, she .says, and 
proceeds to expound her attributes and habits with a charming frankness. 
Wise and gootly persons may say this or that— 


Hut off at Lhys I do no cure. 

I will l>e ffethryd and go file, 

And among, go sporte me ; 

Bleye at the cloos, among, I shal 
And somewhyle rennyn at the l>al 
W'yth a staff mad lyk an hewk ; 

And 1 wyl han a kampyng crook ; 
Efor I desyre in my depos 
Pfor to han non other croos. 

And, among, 1 wyl nnt spare 
To hunt for hert, ffor buk and hare; 
Somtyme fysshe and cachche ffowlys, 
.\nd somtyme pleyen at the bowlys ; 
Among, shetyn at bessellys. 

And after plcyn at the merellis, 


Now at the dees,— etc. 


And the ffyn of iny enleiit is 
Tr- folwe the lust of my corage. 

And to s{)ende my yonge age 
In inerthe only, and in solace, 
f'i'olowe my lustes in ech place : 

'Pherto hooly I me enclyne. 

Rather than to han doctryne 

Off trader, modcr, thogh they be wyse, 

j\l ther techyng 1 despyse ; 

And in no thyng ys set my cure 
But my lustys to procure. 

Ed. cit. p. 305, 11 . 11,178 sq. 


^ It is perhaps only fair to give here first Lydgate's own confession and 
apok^ os to res metrica (with the rather unkind caution that this may be a 
piece of false humility, imitated, like so much else, from Chaucer, but without 
the saving grace of Chaucer’s irony), and also the stanza which Warton haa 
pronounced ** harmonious and elegant.” 
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tious enough, but then the licences of the octosyllable were 
an old theme, and he must indeed have been a clumsy or 
a disorderly person who could not content himself with 
them. One note, indeed, there is of the prosodic and 
poetical weakness which besets Lydgate here as elsewhere 
—the use of tags and stuffings for the verse which is so 
constant and so shameless in the romancers, especially in 
his own contemporary Lonelich.^ But otherwise there is 
not so much fault to find with him. He is here weak, 
but not utterly inharmonious or halting. In his inten¬ 
tionally decasyllabic verse he is utterly halting and inhar¬ 
monious. But further remarks on these defects of his 
will be best postponed till we have given some notice to 
Occleve, the traditional partner of his .sin, and still further 
ones till we have also surveyed their fifteenth and early 
sixteenth century followers. 

Occleve ^ is interesting to the general literary historian Occieve. 
as a “ moon ” of Lydgate, as the source of some not unlively 
sketches of manners, as a fresh rehandler of one famous 
story, and as the rather dull teller of another. But he has, 
for the historian of English prosody, one special and 
almost singular merit.® Nobody has ventured to say that we 
have a single piece of Chaucer in Chaucer’s own hand ; and 

The first is from the Troy Book : — 

And trouthe of metre 1 sctle also asyde ; 

For of that art I haddf os iho no guyde [observe this] 

Me to reduce whan I wcvt .a-wrongc : 

I loke none hede nouthf:r of shorle nor longc. 

The other from the Li/e of Our Lady :— 

O thoughtfull herte, ploiiged in distressc 
With slombre of slouth this long wynier’s night! 

Out of the slepe of niortall hevinesse 
Awake anon, and look n(>on the light 
Of tliilke ste-rre, that with her bemys bright 
And wyth the shynynge of her streiiies merye 
Is wont to glad all our hemisperie. 

It may be admitted that the Stella Maris has shone kindly on her poet 
here. 

‘ They wish us now to call him Lorelich. I decline—he is most «»lovely ; 
and besides, the next authority is sure to put the n back, or make it something 
else. 

2 Ed. Fumivall and Gollancz, E.E.T.S., London, 1897 sq, 

^ Gower, see aniOt may come near, 1 >ut not quite up to him. 
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Lydgate-stucly has not progressed far enough for us to be 
certain whether anything or nothing of his is in such a 
state. But there appears to be good reason for believing, 
on the tolerably solid ground of handwriting,* that we 
have much, if not most, of Occlcve’s own work in Occleve’s 
own hand. This is what we want most of everything, 
and before everything. By the help of this we can see 
that, whatever Lydgate may have done, Occleve did do 
his best to get ten syllables into each line. His work is 
almost wholly decasyllabic, and commonly in rhyme-royal 
with a few octaves. The result of examining it is very 
curious. By using or rejecting the as he chooses, and by 
making any syllabic long or short, as he chooses likewise, 
with certain further liberties as to elision or synizesis,” 
he does, as a rule, manage to get his talc of syllables 
correct. But to any poetical, or even decently rhythmical, 
effect his verse is almost wholly a stranger, except in a 
few single lines of sententious character, for which, as was 
suggested above of Lydgate, he may not wholly deserve 
the credit. Having, I think, no sense of humour (Dr. 
Furnivall is a little more merciful than I am on this point, 
though hardly on the other), he has no lightness of manner 
as Lydgate sometimes has, and his gravity, whether lugu¬ 
brious or didactic, always drags as heavily as a sledge on 
gravel. 

Yet he, thanks to his autographs, «and Lydgate, thanks 
to his immcn.se voluminousness and the testimony' of its 
uniformity in variety, are of the very greatest value to us. 
If considered with any tolerable measure of impartiality 
and care, they begin, and outline pretty clearly, a lesson 
which is filled in by all their minor contemporaries, 
except the unknown authors of plays and carols and 
other folk-literature, by their successors down to Skelton 
and Hawes unmistakably, and even, to a certain extent, 
by Surrey and Wyatt themselves. The moral cannot be 
drawn fully till later. It is enough to say here that it is 
a lesson of disorganisation, almost of disbandment, a pro- 

* He was a Civil Servant, and we have his “ works ” (in Lamb’s sense) of 
that kind to go by. 



CHAP. II 


THE SUCCESSORS OF CHAUCER 


233 


clamation of; “ To your tents, O Israel,” from the prosodic ^ 
point of view.^ 

These two notorious poets may even in this place give An interim 
a good text for some observations which are most per- 
tinent to our general enquiry, but which could not be 
made before, because the work of the average poet before 
Chaucer is too experimental and uncertainly definable, 
while Chaucer himself is not obnoxious to them. The 
prosodic sin of Lydgate and of Occlcve is not .so much 
that they fail—though both, and especially Lydgate, do 
fail—in satisfying the norm of the individual verse, as 
regards syllables and caesuras and such like things. It 
is a sin, the missing or excusing of which by their apolo¬ 
gists shows, in those apologists, that they share it, and so 
are blind or kind to it. Take the examples above given 
from both, most of them carefully edited from MSS, and 
buckramrned up with editorial stays and mendings. Some 
of them do pass the mere test of the fingers, and 
though others do not, they might, with more pains, be 
coaxed or forced into the same state. Some yet other 
things, in Lydgate especially, could 7 iot be so. But this 
is not the important part of the matter. The “ lucky 
licence” often makes harmony of the most antinomian 
discord. But what is noticeable in these two, and again 

’ Here are some Occlevian examples ;— 

1, (Metrically exact)— 

And in tlie wynlir, for tHe way was deep, 

Unto the brigge 1 dressid mo also. 

And tber the iKjnimon took upon me keep, 

For they my riot knew on fern ago ; 

With hem was 1 i-tuggeii to and fro, 

.So wel was him that 1 with wolde faro , 
l*’or riot paicth largely everorno ; 

■ He styntith nevere til his purs lx; hare. 

Male Regie, st. 2 5 . 

2. (Metrically just passable, except the line italicised, but rhythmically 
bad) — 

Among folios all is noon, I Icue, 

More than a man his gorlc ful largely 
Despende, in hop; men wot hyni rolcue 
Whan his gode is disjxmdcd utterly ; 

The indigent njen sctlen no thing by. 

/, HoccUue, in swkich case am gilty, this me tnuekith, 

So seith povert when oon foole large him vouebith. 

De Regimine Princ, st. 623, 
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in Lydgate especially, is that neither licence nor legality 
has any luck at all—that the whole thing is prosaic, 
hobbling, broken-backed doggerel. There are sometimes 
tolerable lines, the better being usually in Occleve. But, 
as a rule, phrase and cadence alike arc absolutely destitute 
of continuity and music. Some batches of Lydgate will 
make very tolerable, though very undistinguished prose if 
run straight on—a thing that good verse next to .never 
does. Some will acquire a sort of “horse-fiddle” harmony, 
by shoving or forcing accent. As the best lines are in 
Occleve, so are the worst, where you have to value the 
final ^’s, in a manner that was in all probability by the 
time quite obsolete and unnatural, in order to get even 
the test of the finger answered. It is a common expression 
(whether an accurate one does not here matter) in poetical 
criticism, to talk of the “ added charm ” of metre, the 
“ pleasure produced by metrical compositions,” and the like. 
Here, surely, there is no such thing; on the contrary, 
there is added disgrasia —an unnecessary and wilful ugli¬ 
ness. English prose was but, in the full sense, beginning 
in the days of Lydgate and Occleve. But in the earlier 
part of these days Chaucer himself and (whoever he was) 
“ Mandeville ”; in, or scarcely after, these later days 
Fortescue and Malory, could write, not merely plainly 
and forcibly, but with considerable grace in prose. Here 
plainness in the good sense, vigour, and grace are equally 
absent; plainness in the bad hopele.ssly present. 

Hawes and Skelton, two of the latest poets of the 
directly and almost exclusively Chaucerian tradition 
(the third, Barclay, has, till lately, received less attention), 
have always had a considerable interest for students 
of English poetry and English prosody. But they have 
hardly yet been thoroughly treated, and in particular 
both are in very great want of competent, complete, and 
critical editing. 

They overlap each other in a rather curious fashion, 
especially from our point of view. Hawes, quite of the 
early Renaissance in matter, and with a strong influence 
forward on Spenser, is in prosody purely Chaucerian as 
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far as intention goes ; he tries hardly anything but rhyme- 
royal, with a little couplet, etc. Of Barclay much the 
same may be said, with distinguos and qualifications. 

But Skelton, in part of his work deserving the same 
description without the forward note, is in another almost 
sui generis, and, at any rate, quite the prince of the queer 
genus to which he belongs, which is quite different from 
theirs. Moreover, it .so happens that the great interest of 
this genus is prosodic. In one sense they are all Chauccrians, 
though very dilapidated and broken-down Chauccrians. 

In another they are all doggerelists; but here Skelton 
parts company from them, for he means doggerel as well 
as does it, and they do not. 

Hawes,' who is never tired of referring to the three Hawes, 
masters of the fifteenth century—Chaucer, Gower, and 
Lydgate—and who makes special reference to the third 
and last as his “ master,” though he can hardly have known 
Lydgate personally, is, as has been said, uncompromisingly 
Chaucerian in his metres. What he wants in range, 
however, he by no means makes up in accompli.shment; 
and this is all the more remarkable in that, with all his 
dull didactics, he has more strictly poetical quality than 
Skelton, and very much more than Barclay. He is in 
fact the capital, and, in a sense, final example of this 
strange dibAcle of the forces of Engli.sh poetry from the 
formal and metrical point of view. Not even the Teutonic 
classification-mongering, which* (even there with a confessed 
margin of defeat) attempts to spread a veil over Lydgate’s 
deformities and delinquencie.s, could do anything for 
Hawes, except by processes of tampering which are as yet 
mainly restricted to Biblical criticism. Allow as much as 
you like for the infirmity of the early press (we do not 
seem to have any MSS. of Hawes), and the rules of his 
verse still appear to be not proved by, but made up of, 

1 We have no complete Hawes, and it is strange that Mr. Arl>er’s edition 
of the Example 0/ Vit’ttu (which was said to be actually printing, many years 
ago) has never appeared. At present the most accessible things are Wright’s 
Pastime of Pleasure (not quite complete) in the Perc^ Society series (London, 

1845), and the Abbotsford Club Conversion of Swearers (Edinburgh, 1854). 

The Example is also in rhyme-royal. 
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exceptions. After long years of study of the subject, 
the present writer has given up as hopeless the assign¬ 
ment of any thoroughly satisfactory reason for this chaos, 
except on the supposition, which is indeed all but a 
certainty, that English pronunciation itself had got into 
a hopeless muddle. A further supposition (which seems 
at least extremely probable, and connects itself logically 
with the former) may be that the tendency to doggerel at 
the worst, to extremely free and slurring measures at the 
best, which we notice throughout the time, though it did 
not, in Hawes, manifest itself as it does in Skelton, had 
affected his graver verse. 

At any rate, it is mcreh' childish or pedantic bravado 
to contest the fact. I lawcs's originals arc rarissima ; but 
we possess, in the Abbotsford Club reprint of the short 
Conversion of SwearerSy something like a facsimile, and 
the first stanza of this—which is a di.stinctly favourable 
example of Hawes’s rhythm, if not of his poetry—may be 
worth analysing:— 

The frutefull sentence and the noble werkes. 

To our doctrine wryten in olde antyquyte 
By many gret and right notable clerkes. 

Grounded on reason and hygh autoryte, 

I 3 yde gyve us example by good moralyte 
To folowe the trace of trouth and ryghtwysnes, 

Leuynge our synne and mortall wrechednes. 

Here it will be observed that, in order to get the strict 
decasyllabic at all, we have to resort to synalcepha, 
synizesis, and the like—“ to our doc-,” “ -ten in old,” “ -son 
and high,” “-low the trace”—or else we must allow 
downright trisyllabic feet. In this la-st there would not, 
according to the views of English prosody taken in this 
book, be anything much to object to if it were likely to 
have been meant, and if it made good metre, which it 
hardly does. But line five is different. Here you have 
the choice between a frank Alexandrine, or the clash of 
two trisyllabic feet, “ us exam | pie by good,” which are not 
good examples even in themselves, and which are made 
worse by their coming together. Taking the whole 
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.stanza, we can only say that if Hawes meant these 
licences it is a rather ugly and clumsy one, and that if he 
did not, it is sheer chaos. And we may add that the 
taste of the best poets at other times has always eschewed 
free trisyllabic admixture in stanza, excellent as it is in 
blank verse and couplet.^ 

But when we look elsewhere, even in this short poem, 
which seems to be written with especial care, we can have 
very little doubt that there are Alexandrines, and pretty 
bad ones, such as this— 

Upon every syde with danger is iniquity, 

where, even to get the Alexandrine itself, we have to 
allow two slurs, or two trisyllabic feet, and mere finger¬ 
counting might almost make a fourtecner. 

In this short poem, however, Hawes, as has been said, Pastime 
or his printer, or his editor, has been pretty careful. His Pleasure, 
magnum opus (or at least that one of his magna opera 
which is accessible) is in a very different condition. It 
may be said, with the utmost deliberation, that of all 
English poems which can be brought into comparison 
with it, not merely for bulk but for merit of sorts, the 
Pastime of Pleasure is in the most dishevelled, out-at-hecl, 
and generally slatternly condition, as regards metre and 
almost all the constituents of prosody in the wide sen.se. 

The writer seems to have availed himself of every licence 
that Chaucer, and of most licences that Lydgate, takes 
(including the “ break - back ” which Lydgate's editors 
assign to him as intentional), with a great many of which 
Chaucer at least would never have dreamt. And he puts 

* The Conversion contains some prosodic quaintnesscs of the kind which 
(see infra) relieves fifteenth-century heaviness, in the following poem, advancing 
from monosyllabic to decasyllabic lines— 


My swele Wodc \ 

On the ro<xK; j my brodcr. 
Dyde thee good J 

etc. etc. etc. 

and then declining by the same stages to a monosyllabic end. 


a 




See 

The 

Be 


kynde, 


Agayne 
My Payne 
Reteync 




in mynde, 
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them together without the faintest attention to that 
rhythmical “ total effect ” in which Chaucer hardly ever 
fails, or with a complete failure to achieve it He has lines 
of almost every syllabic length, from eight to twelve, or 
even fourteen ; he takes almost complete and entirely pro¬ 
miscuous licence of accentuation ; he constantly commits 
the peculiarly ugly fault of rhyming words on non¬ 
correspondent syllables. The final e he seems to regard as 
a mere makeshift and stopgap—to be neglected generally, 
as of course by this time was the custom of English poets, 
but to be revived and shoved in wherever the metre 
requires mending. Partly as the result of all this, and 
partly by the additional assistance of some imp of inhar¬ 
mony, he manages to communicate an impression of general 
hobbling, of what Aristotle calls the " arrhythmon,” 
which is quite wonderful when one finds how harmonious 
he can be. For instance, almost at the opening of the 
poem he has a stanza beginning with four lines, which 
do not come far short of his great pupil Spenser in 
metrical adequacy to the ear and in the sound-picture 
presented (I purposely make the unimportant modernisa¬ 
tions in spelling, not one of which affects the metre in 
the very slightest degree, that the reader may not be 
“ put off” by the older forms) :— 

I saw come riding in a valley far 
A goodly lady, environed about 
With tongues of fire as bright as any star. 

That fiery flambs “ incensW ^ alway out. 

" “ Flames," but with nit extra sense of flickering ^ I.ike incendiar)*, “blojed." 

This is really very good indeed. But how docs the author 
go on— 

Which 1 behclde and was in great doubt, 

Her palfrey swift running as the wdnd, 

where the whole metrical vehicle breaks down, and 
where, to get the ten bare syllables, you have first to allow 
“ beheld^,” and then to save the ^ from elision by the 
caesura licence ; while in the second line you cannot do 
even this, and must allow the detestable Lydgatian break¬ 
back, which ruins any symphony. 
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These examples, which could be supplemented to any 
extent, and may be shortly so in a note,^ should surely 
make it superfluous to say much more about Hawes. Part 
of his trouble (as with all the fifteenth-century men of 
the regular literary tradition) is no doubt due to the 
“ aureate ” diction, which he will drag in by sackfuls and 
scatter about in handfuls. But this cannot bear the 
whole of the burden. Once more, it is quite clear that 
these poets either set totally wrong ideals before them, or 
were entirely unable to put in practice the better ideals 
which they had ; that if they did not misread their 
Lydgate they certainly misread their Chaucer ; and that 
even where they did not misread him (as in the case of 
the final i?) they misapplied what they read. And further, 
it will be almost impossible to explain even these 
explanations without the further supposition, which once 
more is all but a certainty, that both orthography and 
orthoepy were, in the English of the time, at such a point 
of transition, and blending, and experiment, that they 
gave no solid basis or standard at all—that the materials 
crumbled under the hand of the vcrsc-builder as he used 
them, and made matters still worse for the unterapered 
mortar of his syntax and the treacherous line and trowel 
of his metre.^ 

* For instance, Pastime cf Pleastne^ p. 24 (\Vrij;hl) :— 

And gmiiicr is the fyrsl foundenicMit 
Of evt-ry hciencc to have construecyon 
Who knewe grariicr wilfiout irnpediriient 
Shoulde ptirfytcly fiave int' lleecyon 
Of a lytlcrall cense and nioralysacion. 

To construe every thynge intontiny, 

The worde is grainer wel nnri ordinntly 

Meditation of the Coronation 0/ Iltnry VII/..t Al>b(;tsfor<l Clu)>:— 

• 

The ryght eloquent poete and nionke of llcry [Lydgate} 

Made many fnyre l>ookcs ns ii is probable 
From all derkenes t<j lyght our eniys|x;ry. 

Whose virtuous pastime was nioehe comeridaljle. 

Presentynge his bookes gretcly profytable 
To your worthy predecessour the V King Henry, 

Which regystred is in the com te of memory. 

* Hawes’s riding rhyme in the Gobelive part (chaps, xxix. and xxxii.) is 
a good deal less poetical than the best of his stanzas, but prosodically rather 
better than the worst of them. He has secured some spirit, but not much 
music. 
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What has been said of Hawes may be said, and 
underlined, of Barclay.^ He is much less of a poet, but 
he is not much more, or any more, of a prosodist Like 
Hawes he affects chiefly rhyme-royal and couplet, and as 
in him, but even more, the individual lines are crowded 
with what may be trisyllabic feet in a manner which 
suggests radical uncertainty as to what measure he is 
really aiming at, and so lends itself to general remarks 
later. But he has very little prosodic value, and some 
extracts in a note will, after what has been said of Hawes, 
probably suffice.^ 

John Skelton “ is not to be dealt with so rapidly. The 
more serious part of him indeed deserves, and can be 
justly despatched by, exactly the same remarks which 
have been given to Ilawes in detail, and repeated 
succinctly on Barclay. There is the same painful attempt 
to keep up with the requirements of a difficult ars poetica^ 
and the same stumblings and tumblings as if his head 
were “ tottie of his swinke.” But elsewhere, and some¬ 
times in the very same piece—notably in the Crown of 


^ He has had nearly as much recent editing as he deserves in Mr. T. II. 
Jamieson’s handsome edition of the Ship of Fools (2 vols. Edinburgh, 1874), 
and the Spenser Society’s black - letter reprint of the Eclogues and the 
Mirror of Good Manners (privately printed, 1885). In default of the latter, 
Fairholt’s Percy Society edition of the Fifth Eclogue, with extracts from the 
others (London, 1847), will be found very useful. I use all three. 

- What thinge is more abhomynablc in Cjoddes syght 
Than vicious age : ccrtaynly no thynge. 

It is eke worldly shame whan thy corage and myght 
Is ncrc dekayed, to kc}>c thy lewde lyvynge. 

And by exam|>le of the, thy yoage children to brynge 
Into a vicious lyfe ; and all goodnes to hate. 

Alas, Age ! thus thou art the Kendes bate. 

Ship of Fools, i. 44. 

But or they enter if they have learned nought, 

Afterwarde is cunning the least part of their thought. 

In court it is counted vice to have science, 

And counted for rebuke for to have eloquence, 

Thus have men cunning great heavines and payne 
Beholding themselves in court had in disdayne. 

Third Eclogue, Spenser Society, p. 27, col. 2. 

He exists most accessibly in (1) the edition, printed by C. Davis, 
London, 1736, which 1 use; (2) Chalmers; (3) Dyce’s edition (London, 
1843). The last is, of course, the best, but is not now very common. 



CHAP. II 


THE SUCCESSORS OF CHAUCER 


241 


Laurel —he shows quite dififerent prosodic symptoms, and 
it is these which give him his great and peculiar, if some¬ 
what questionable, place in the history of English prosody, 
as the Chaucer of doggerel from one point of view, and 
as the great illustrator and commentator of the staggering 
state of non-doggerel poetry in his own time from 
another. 

“ Doggerel,” as a word, is as old as Chaucer himself,’ His 
and, according to the more than competent authority 
of Professor Skeat, “ of unknown origin,” though, I 
suppose, there can be no great rashness in connecting 
it with that uncomplimentary use of the name of a 
most respectable animal, . which exists in caninus as 
far back as Varro, and in metaphors and insinuations 
as much farther back as the Greek of Homer and the 
Hebrew of the Prophets. The thing is common in most 
languages, and shows itself in two main ways, either 
by the application to regular metrical forms of words 
misused and misvalucd, as in the Latin of Commodian, 
or by breaking loose from those forms (or breaking them 
into malformations) to suit the value of the words, which 
themselves are often tampered with in their turn. This 
latter is the variety of which Skelton is the first Poet- 
Laureate in English, whatever he may have been in another 
sense of that disputed honorificabilitudinitas. 

To this eccentricity Middle and Modern English 
verse, from its very nature, as .explained in all the fore¬ 
going pages, is almost congenitally inclined ; and 
involuntaty doggerel—that is to say, the failure to reach 
the verse - norm, or the excessive use, in endeavouring 
to reach it, of syllabic equivalence and variation—has 
ali^ays been present with us, and has been abundantly 
illustrated by our examples. Such verse as that of 
Gamelyn in particular escapes it but narrowly, though it 
does escape it; and, when the alliterative revival reached 
its later and less genuine states, there was a special 
temptation to adopt a mere “patter” system, in which 
the ideal of the accent - prosodists was reached and 

* The Host, of Sir Thopas. For more on its kinds sec Appendix. 

VOL. I R 
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bettered, by reliance solely on “strong” syllables, with 
any number of weak ones taking hold of their skirts, and 
the more of both the merrier. 

It is, however, almost impossible to read Skelton, 
providing as he does ample examples of both kinds, 
without seeing that his doggerel is, for httn, essentially 
an “ escapement.” He is not determined to it by con¬ 
siderations of matter, for though Elinor Rumnting and 
other things might give colour to such a supposition, the 
little poems to girls in the Crown of Laurel^ than which 
Prior himself has nothing more graceful and delicate, 
as far as the matter goes, negative it at once and finally. 
It is not that he is absolutely unable to write the statelier 
verse; he can now and then do it nearly as well as Hawes 
at his best, and always as well as Barclay,* But it is 
quite evident that with his quicker, more restless, more 
subtle wit and intelligence, he feels, constantly and acutely, 
the gine, the constraint and irksomeness, of these metres 
to an intolerable extent. He wants to run up and down 
all the gamut from aureate to familiar diction ; to get quick 
changes of verse and rhyme and cadence ; to have elbow- 
room and finger-openings. And he cannot get these 
in the adaptation of the ill-settled vocabulary and pro¬ 
nunciation of the time to rhyme-royal or couplet. So 
he breaks away into “ Skelton ics.” 

The exact origin of this form must be matter of guess¬ 
work ; but it can be guessed at not quite so unprofitably 
as is sometimes the case. Wc have noticed, and shall 
notice, a certain growing tendency to internal rhyme: and 
this necessarily breaks up long verses in fact, if not always 
in appearance or overt practice. By a curious coincidence 
both the capital poems of the fifteenth century {y. infra) 

' Here is a fair average specimen, neither best nor worst;— 

I callynge to mynde the great auctoryte 
or poets olde, whiche full craftily, 

U nder as coverte tcrmes as roulde be, 

Can touche a trouth, and cloke subtylly 
With fresche utterance full senteucyously ; 

Dyverse in style some spared not vyce to wrytc, [w3rte?] 

Some of mortalitie nobly dyd endyte. 

Prologue to Bouge of Court, st. 2. 
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the Nutbrowne Mayde and the great Carols are or can be 
arranged in veiy short lines or linekins.^ Now irregularity 
in such very short lines is less observable or more manage¬ 
able, as the phrase may be preferred, than in very long 
ones; and both metre and rhyme are much easier to 
manage in an informal fashion. Upon these facts Skelton 
fastened, and, either by deliberate experiment or in sheer 
process of practice, hit upon a vehicle* generally homo¬ 
geneous in plan but susceptible of considerable minor 
variations. Sometimes, for instance in Philip Sparrow^ 
the verse runs for a long time in almost exact couplets 
or triplets of four syllables, extended now and then to six, 
with the iambic cadence well enough marked, and nothing 
particularly fantastic (except the shortness of metre) about 
it. But the temptations and capacities of the form were 
often too strong for him to resist. In his more courtly and 
less impish moods, as in the poem to Margery Wentworth, 
he adopts rondel forms. Sometimes he runs over a wide 
range of syllabic Iength.s—from four to ten at least—with 
plentiful substitution of anapaests. He has “ breaks " of 
the same rhyme, instead of mere couplets or triplets, 
running up to a dozen. And, partly for the sake of this 
rhyme and of the alliteration which he also affects, partly 
it may be to give the grotesque and harlequin effect at 
which he more and more aims, he falls into the habit 


^ Compare also the quaint monosyllabic and other batches of the example 
quoted alrave from Hawes. 

^ Here are three examples from The Crowns from Why come ye not to Courts 
and from EKnour ;— 


I. 

Mirry Margaret 
As midsomer flower, 

Gentyll as faucoun 
Or hauke of the tower— 
With solace and gladness, 
Much mirth and no madness, 
All good and no badness :— 
So joyously. 

So maidenly. 

So womanly. 

Her demenyng 
In every thyng 
Par far passyng 
That I can indite 
Or nifi^ce to wrighte. 


II. 

For I make you sure 
Where truth is abhord. 
It is a plain record 
That there wants grace 
In whose place 
Doth occupy 
Full ungraciously 
Fals flattery, 

Fals treachery, 

Fals brybery. 

Subtle Sym Sly, 

With mad fol3re ; 

For who can best lye 
He is best set by. 


III. 

But to moke up my tale. 
She brueth noppy ale. 

And makethe thereof sale 
To travellers, to tinkers, 
7*0 sweaters, to swinkers. 
And all good ale-drinkers, 
That will nothing spare 
But dryncke till they stare 
And bring themselves bare. 
With now away the mare 
And let us slay Care, 

As wise as an hare. 
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either of positively inventing words, or of selecting and 
heaping together the most out-of-the-way and burlesque 
examples that he can hnd.* 

Now the comic effect of this is often good ; and even 
for the lighter kind of serious poetry it is, as has been 
hinted, not improper. But it is evidently liable to 
degenerate into mere extravaganza, if not into mere 
nonsense-verse, and it is, at its best, a little below the 
dignity of art. Except as an exception it never could 
be relished ; and with the same proviso one may say that 
it never could have been even thought of, unless the 
existing state of regular and formal poetry was pro¬ 
foundly unsatisfactory. To understand Skelton and 
Skelton’s imitators thoroughly, we must not only look 
at the degeneration of Chaucerian verse in the hands 
of such men as Lydgate and Occleve, of Hawes and Barclay 
and Skelton himself, but we must look further to younger 
contemporaries, to Wyatt and Surrey. We shall sec how 
even they, with higher poetic gifts than any one of 
these, with classical and foreign models to help them, and 
with all the afflatus of the new learning and its literature, 
have to feel their way, and sometimes do not succeed in 
finding it, amid the difficulties of pronunciation and of 
prosody. And so we cannot, till we have treated them, 
make reasonable interim conclusion even as to this part of 
the matter. 

At the same time, he ought to have credit, not merely 
for his constant or frequent lightness, and for his not rare 
union of lightness itself and grace, but for the remarkable 
variety and spirit of his numerous compositions. This 
variety and this spirit are as noticeable prosodically as 
otherwise. In the Crown of Laurel (its rhyme-royal part) 
he can be heavy, and he is perhaps never consummate, 
but his best stanzas are not contemptible. The linguistic 
mishmash of Speak Parrot —English, Scots, Irish, Welsh, 

* He calls Miss Isabel Fennell **reflaring rosabell**; invents (?) the 
wonderful word ** hermoniac ** to rhyme to ** simoniac ” ; drags in the oddest 
of the logical mnemonics (** frisesomorum'’) ; salutes Queen Katharine as a 
** peerless pomegranate ” ; and in Elinour Rumming runs the Scotch flyting 
poets hard in uncomely jargon. 
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gibberish Latin, Greek, French, Spanish, what not—finds 
a prosody not ill-fitted for it The varieties of the 
Skeltonic itself are far from accidental, and very well 
worth study. The noble Latin refrain of the Dirge on 
Edward IV .— 

Quia ecce nunc in pulvere dorfnio^ 

is not so very ill-parted with the Knglish decasyllabic 
onzains, ababacaccdc^ which it completes into douzains with 
d rhyme in dormio. And some of the other religious 
pieces—for instance “ Time is a thing ”—are almost free 
from the uncertainty of much of the serious verse. The 
fifteenth century, with all its shortcomings, seldom forgot 
the guatuor novissima, and they exerci.sed their effect of 
sobering and steadying in this case also. 




CHAPTER III 


The "Ballad 
Question" not 
ours. 


BALLADS AND OTHER FOLK POETRY—MISCELLANEOUS 

The " Ballad Question ” not ours—Ballad metre very much ours— 
Its history and qualities—The original fourteener— Chevy 
Chase — Gamelyn—The Nut-brown Maid —The great Carol — 
The SuiTolk Dirge—Miscellanea : songs and carols—Miscel¬ 
lanea : longer works. 

The subject of the present chapter is of the very greatest 
importance to our whole enquiry; and the difficulties 
which may seem to beset it arc in most cases^ though 
not in all, more apparent than real. Here, indeed, more 
than almost anywhere, we should be glad of precise dates, 
and here, almost more than anywhere, we are denied them. 
Here certainly, not less than elsewhere, we should be glad 
of precise information as to authorship, and here, again, 
we have it less than anywhere. Yet there are, as we 
shall see, compensations and consolations even in these 
respects. And in others the dangers and difficulties are 
sometimes again like those of romance, which simply 
disappear when they are boldly faced and passed. For 
instance, the much and hotly debated question of the' 
origin of ballads, whether they represent disintegrated 
epic and romance, or whether epic and romance are con¬ 
glomerates of them in a prehistoric condition, hardly con- < 
cems us at all, is at any rate altogether “previous” for us. 
We might, indeed, by a sort of side-wind, contribute a, 
good deal towards the settlement of this question ourselv^ 
but that settlement has extremely little to do with our 
problems. For what is certain is, that we have no com¬ 
plete ballads before at least the end of the fourteenth 
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century (putting those political poems which have been 
dealt with already aside), and that the fragments which 
do exist adjust themselves with perfect ease to our 
theories, whether they do or do not to others, without 
pronouncing on the question of descent at all. 

The predominance of a single form is here so remark- Ballad metre 
able, that for once we may forego our usual practice 
of preliminary induction, and begin with this form itself. 

The ballad quatrain, or common measure, is perhaps the 
most definitely English—blood and bone, flesh and 
marrow—of all English metres. It comes the most 
naturally of all to an English tongue and an English 
ear; it adapts itself with sublime indifference to the 
highest poetry and to the lowest doggerel; it takes the 
" tone and colour of every age, from the ethereal raptures 
of the seventeenth century to the grovelling prose-verse of 
the mid-sixteenth, or the namby-pamby sing-song of the 
'eighteenth; it is at once Protean in its outward varia¬ 
tions, and Akinetic in its abiding personality. There is 
nothing quite like it in any other language, its Scandi¬ 
navian and Teutonic congeners having, as a rule,* much 
less range, while the Latin poetics prefer “purity” of line. 

From Donne to Tate and Brady in one order of compari¬ 
son, and from Robert of Gloucester to Rossetti in another, 
across whatever gulfs of gift and sands of time, through all 
1 changes of diction, pronunciation, versification, manners, 
tastes, culture, and everything else, it has held the grip 
that it established almost from the very first moment, 
when the formative principle of foot-measurement met 
the materially chaotic abundance of Old English rhythm, 
and impressed itself thereon. 

■ The reasons of this extraordinary power and duration it» hlstoiy 
. are apparent to some extent a priori^ at least from that i”****^- 
^ rather illegitimate but useful combination of a priori and 
^ posteriori consideration which is at least as useful as it 

* V.' * 

'''* ^*'Of course there are exceptions, especially in Heine. But then it has 
maintained, with much show of reason, that Heine was really an English 
poet, who happened to be bom in Germany of Jewish extraction. This out- 
of-jointness would account for his dislike of his real poetical cemntry, and his 
love of its poetry. As to Scandinavian, 1 may be wrong. 
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is illegitimate. The common measure, or rather that 
fourteener of which it is an early and inevitable couplet 
adaptation, possesses in advance the full requirements of 
metre, and is ready at once to add to them those of 
rhyme. But it is, at the same time, the nearest actual, 
and almost the nearest possible, approach to the original 
Anglo-Saxon line or pair of hemistichs. The octosyllabic 
couplet, which was at first preferred, and which has 
always preserved a strong position, differs from this line in 
the more or less exact equality of the hemistichs, whereas 
the Old English pair rather inclined to shorten the 
second;' but the fourteener retains this relationship. 
The actual syllabic length is far from being widely 
different on an average: the fourteener giving about as 
much additional elbow-room as the decasyllabic (the 
other great, but later, Middle and Modern English 
staple) gives a little less. But the main inherent or 
latent gift of the measure—when the long line is once 
regularly split into two, and these two exercise the new 
right of metrical-rhythmical equivalence, subject to the 
foot - system — is its astonishing variety, vigour, and 
subtlety of “ lift ” and “ lilt.” You may run the first 
half to twelve syllables or four anapaests; the second to 
nine syllables, or three of the same feet You may, at an 
extreme pinch, cut down the first to four and the second 
to three, or even lower, by the aid of monosyllabic or 
simply pause-feet The quatrain may become a quintet, 
or even more, by doubling one of the longer lines. Its 
adaptabilities, in short, are infinite. 

Gifts and graces of this kind never take long to be 
found out; a pretty metre, and an obliging, is no more 
likely to escape notice than a pretty and obliging girl. 
We have observed some early examples of the common 
measure (or of an ettling at ” it) above, and may notice 
some more below. The extreme ease, too, with which it 


* This is sometimes questioned, and the modern practice of printing A 3 , 
verse in long lines, sometimes without the central mark, may obscure the &ct. 
But I may repeat that I have tested very widely, and that, in normal lines, I 
believe it to be or a tendency pretty certain. 
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adapts itself to catching and well-marked musical accom¬ 
paniment must have had much to do with the spread of 
it. But probably its great literary or quasi - literary 
diffuser was the use of it in the collection of Saints’ Lives, 
by Robert of Gloucester and his imitators and followers. 
These things, as everybody who knows anything about 
literary history is aware, were the popular literature of 
the Middle Ages; they corresponded (with no rivajs except 
the romance, of which they were in fact a variety, perhaps 
the original) to the drama later, and the novel later still. 
The very earliest examples that we have of them are 
in the fourteener, i.e. common measure “ folded up.” It 
will be worth while to lake the E.E.T.S. edition * of this 
text, not younger than 1290 at lea.st, and probably older, 
and to show how, at every dip, we find a form which, 
rough in the original, loses that roughness completely 
when modernised without altering a word, and so shows 
the perennial quality in it. Take the very first line- 
couplet,^ and it makes a pattern ballad-stanza :— 

The holy rood y-founde was 
As I you now may tell. 

Constantine the Emperor 

Much heathen folk gan ([uell. 

There is the norm, unaltered in the slightest degree from 
the thirteenth century to the twentieth. 

But the study of the old fourteener and its obvious 
developments has many more lessons than this for us. 
By degrees we find out that almost every possible varia¬ 
tion of the “ common measure,” as well as the norm of it, 
exists either directly, or as suggested by the changes 
inevitable when the final e was dropped. Take, again (it 

* The Early South-Enj^lish Legendary {XawX M.S. 108; ed. Horstmann, 
London, 1887). This and other E.F^.T..S. volumes, with Dr. Horstmann’s 
earlier German publications, Alt-Englische Legenden (Paderborn, 1875), 
Sammlung Alt - Englischer Legenden (Heilbronn, 1878), Alt-Englische 
Legenden: Neue Folge (Heilbronn, 1881), are the great storehouses of the 
early form. I could write a chapter, and not a short one, on their material. 

* As exactly reproduced {/ed. cit. sup. p. 1):— 

ye holie rode i>founde was : ase ich eov nouthe may telle. 

Costantyn ^ Aumperour : muche hejienc folk gan a-quelle. 
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will be seen how little need of picking and choosing there 
is) the very next (third) line— 

For buy ore louerd jesu crist: to strongue dethe broughte. 

Now those who originally read or recited this second 
part sounded it (perhaps not quite so decidedly) 

to strong^ deathy broughty. 

But when their grandsons or great-grandsons took to 
pronouncing it 

To strong death brought, 

they found, consciously or not, that they had not spoilt 
the metre at all. The foot-divisions remained, and the 
heavy syllables “ strong,” “ death,” “ brought,” carried 
pause enough after them to fill these divisions. And so 
the other way. Take the first half of line twenty-four— 

To burie the rode op-on Calvarie hulle : ase huy nomen heom to rede. 

“To bu|ry the rood | upon Cal|vary hill” is a line 
of eleven syllables with the three last feet anapaests. 
And we have already had the “ crushing together ” of the 
first, which is such an important point in 

Con[stantine j the Em|peror. 

Do not let any one say that this was pronounced 
“ themjperor.” If it was (which is not certain), they soon 
knew better. 

It requires, indeed, no eyes of lynx or of Lynceus to 
discover, in this probably oldest example, almost every 
variety of this versatile metre. Here is the first line with 
anacrusis and catalexis *— 

(49) Thuljke time | that Jesjus. 

Here one with the anapaest in the second place:— 

(18) In coun|sel he was | to me { a-knowe. 

Here one with anapaest in second and third :— 

(47) And saidjen if a{ny man therjof wot. 

Here (spelling only modernised) one with anapaest in the 
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first place of the second half (one of the finest of all, 
though Guest, in the very altitude of his incomprehen¬ 
sibleness, finds “ very little to recommend it ”):— 

(ii6) And the rood | therein | she brought. 

In fact I do verily believe that, with a little patience, 
almost every possible form may be discovered in these 
earliest examples, either according to the prosodic values 
of the time, or to those which the language was more or 
less shortly to prefer. Thus early metrical equivalence, 
the result of the marriage of Romance form and English 
matter, has established itself for good and all, and has 
taken this most popular, most apparently artless, yet in 
reality endlessly artistic measure to be its peculiar pro¬ 
vince and ground of exhibition. 

Let us now, in our usual fashion, analyse what, passing Chevf Chase, 
over little more than a century,^ is certainly the most 
famous, and what there is good reason for regarding as 
probably the oldest example of the ballad itself, Chevy 
Chase. Even this, as perhaps most, and certainly many 
probable readers know, we do not possess in any MS. form 
older than the middle of the sixteenth century. But all 
its characteristics arc acknowledged, even by jealous 

* During which the romance-measure had come forward and a little 
obscured, but not in the least olditeratcd, this. These .Saints’ Lives are, as it 
were, ballads in the matrix. But there is a very remarkable one—separated, 
and in no very embryo condition—the “Judas” poem which Wright printed 
from a thirteenth-century MS. at 'frinity College, Cambridge, at i. 144 of 
Reliquiae Antiquae (it is also in Child’s liallads^ i. 242 ; v. 288):— 

Hit wes upon a scere-Thursday th.at ure Ix>vcrd aros, 

Ful milde were the wordrs he spec to Judas : 

“Judas, thou most to Jursalem { rnire mete for to bugge, 

Thritti platen of selver | thou here up othi rugge. 

Thou comest fer ithe brode strete, | fer ithe lirodc strete; 

Summe of thine tunesmen | ther theo meist i-mete,” 

I-mette wid is soster | the swikele wimmon ; 

“Judas, thou were wrthe me | stende" the wid ston. 

For the false prophete | that tou bile vest upon." 

' Or " wrthe | me •stende,” if any one prefers it. 

In general accomplishment this is about midway between the earlier long 
Lwes and Gamelyn. But there are some most noteworthy things in it: the 
abbreviation (here as elsewhere, if not metri gratia yet metro suadente) of 
Jerusalem; the interesting doubling of “ fer ithe brode sttete ”; and, alxive 
all, the extension of couplet to triplet, of quatrain to sixain, with which 1 have 
concluded the extract. (See also note at end of chapter.) 




252 THE FIFTEENTH CENTURY book iii 

critics, to be much older; it is the kind of thing which 
passes from memory to memory, disfigured a little, but 
not radically changed ; and it may probably not be so 
very different from the original, which, in its turn, may 
not be so very much younger than the famous Border 
fight itself. Corrupt, clumsy, stupid sometimes, as the 
actual version is, it is very remarkable that the genius of 
the metre is still active in it, and has saved it to a great 
extent from the sing-song which, as we know from printed 
texts, was actually coming upon contemporary examples 
at the time this copy was written. The well-known 
opening, though spelt in a manner which is rather ignorant 
than archaic, requires nothing but the knowledge that to 
this day Cheviot is locally pronounced “ Chivot ” to make it 
a perfectly smooth though widely varied and equivalenced 
specimen :— 

The Per|se owt ) off northom | barlonde || an avowe | to Clod | 
inayd he, | 

That he | wold hunte | in the mounjtayns j| of Chyviat | within | 
days three | 

In the magger of doughte dogles and all that ever with him be.^ 

Here the first and second lines (half-lines) are exact, 
with one trisyllabic foot in each ; the third is catalectic, 
with a trisyllabic third foot; and the fourth is as the 
second. 

Nor is it at all surprising to find that this opening 
stanza itself is a sixain or triplet, not a couplet or quatrain, 
for the expansiveness of the stanza, as we have noted, is 
one of its great qualities.^ 

And it is hardly ever difficult, without any violence, to 

* I take Professor Skeat’s text in his Specimens. I venture to think him 
unnecessarily scornful of the expletive “and” which appears “and a vow” 
in MS., though 1 have personally little prosodic doubt that “an avow” is the 
right reading here. The conjunction has a peculiar dramatic force in English 
(cf. *'and so,” etc.); and it comes in excellently to give the poet his tri¬ 
syllabic quaver and quiver when he wants it. 

* Professor Skeat thinks from the rhyme-quartet “ dear,” “ clear,” “ sheer,** 

**dear,” in 10-13, ^hat a complete quatrain of long lines was aimed at. It 
is quite possible—that form of metre is frequent. And it is by no means 
impossible that there is uncertainty between 8, 6 and 8, 8—reversion to the 
original “parting of the ways.” (See next example.) 
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reduce the actual foriri (extraordinarily bad as the copy 
is) to what is at any rate passable and what may be the 
authentic version, so strong is the impress of the metre 
itself spite of all defacements. Thus 1. 7 , a mere gurgle 
of words at first sight— 

With XV c. archares bold off blood and bone, the wear chosen owt 
of shyars iii. 


is quite evidently a muddle of two forms— 

With archers bold of blood and bone — 
They were chosen of shirks three, 

and 

With fifteen hundred archers bold, 
Chosen out of shirks three. 


either of which is as good verse as ear and heart can 
wish. 

The age of the piece is partly shown by the occasional 
necessity of the final e — 

The drivers thorough the wood^s went. 


and sometimes by the certainly genuine character (so easily 
distinguishable from that fashionable later) of the allitera- 
tion— 


and 


Bowmen bickered upon the bent. 


Greyhounds thorough the grevis glent. 


But through all drawbacks and obstacles the momentum 
of the metre forces its way. Again and again we come 
to lines and groups of lines such as, out of English poetry, 
it is almost impossible to find, for that blood-stirring" 
effect which Sir Philip Sidney felt:— 

With spear and bill and brand it was 
A mighty sight to see— 

Hardier men both of heart nor hand 
Were not in Chrisient^. 

They were twenty hundred spearmen good 
Withouten any fail— 

They were born along by the water of Tweed 
In the bounds of Tividalc. 


If anybody does not feel like Sir Philip after reading that 
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he is no Englishman; and if, not being an Englishman, 
he does not feel like Sir Philip for the moment, he is 
either a very cold-blooded person, or no judge of poetry, 
or (most probably) both. 

Even if, however, we are (without, as it seems to me, 
the least probability) to deprive the poor fifteenth century 
of the credit of Chevy Chase^ the oldest of the “ Robin 
Hood ” ballads, such as “ Robin and Gandalin,” cannot be 
much younger than its time, and may even be a very 
little older. For, as we have seen, Gamelyn itself, which the 
other name so easily suggests, often approaches “ common 
measure nearly. In ** Robin and Gandalin ” the quatrain 
has a fifth line refrain, but this is obviously detachable, 
and probably added for musical purposes chiefly. Other¬ 
wise it is quite as normal as can be wished, and admits 
of extension to a sixain, etc. 

Of the miscellaneous interests of the Tale of Gamelyn 
—its connection with As You Like it\ its connection 
with Robin Hood ; the egregious absurdity which made 
somebody mistake it for the “ Coke’s Tale ” in Chaucer ; 
and others not a few—we must not say anything here. 
But it would never do to leave it with only casual references, 
and it is essentially a long ballad—one of those which 
accept the title indifferently with the other title of a short 
romance, and serve as something of a support to those 
who think that ballads themselves are broken-down epics 
of the romance-kind—a notion which excites great ails 
and angers in yet other not less celestial minds. It con¬ 
sists of nearly a thousand long or some eighteen hundred 
short lines, which in the first case are, at first sight, metri¬ 
cally rather irregular but rhythmically very passable 
fourteeners, and in the latter fall into ballad quatrains, 
with only the second and fourth lines rhymed, but these 
rhymed with great exactness and regularity. This, from 
some points of view, may seem to be the only thing in 
the entire scheme of versification that can deserve either 
the adjective exact or the adjective regular, and the 
accentualists probably regard Gamelyn as one of the 
strongest of their strongholds. But this is a delusioa 
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As a basis of discussion, it will be well to give below 
a substantial block from the beginning.^ 

Now on this there are several remarks to make. The 
central dot is a great boon for the accentualists ; it con¬ 
nects Gamelyn with old English in appearance, and it is 
quite possible—indeed, very nearly certain—that it has a 
real and not only an apparent connection with the " derry- 
down *’ tune or recitative with which so popular a thing 
was sure to be accompanied when addressed to an audience. 
But when you come to “ excuss *’ the piece a little—to 
shake it out of its adventitious folds, and look how it 
hangs naturally, and examine its texture, several other 
things will emerge. One is, that if you compare it, say 
with Robert of Gloucester in his liveliest passages (that 
given above for instance, or the admirable story of 
Dunstan and the Devil, or the death of Becket, w'hich was 
a little long for citation here), you will find that where 
Robert stumbles and breaks pace the Gamelyn man does 
not; his is the freest of hand-gallops, but not the sternest 
of judges can bar him from the prize for false step or false 
note. In the second, you will find a very large propor¬ 
tion of full-stops, and an almost inv>'ariablc presence of 
stop of some kind at the end of each pair of couplets ; 
that is to say, in other words, that the piece is really in 
ballad-quatrain. (I do not suppose any one denies this, 
but there are different ways of reaching the same place. 


I l.itheth and lesteneth • and herkeneth aright, 

And ye schulle heere a-talking • of a doughty knight; 

Sire Johan of Buundys * was his righte name, 

He cowdc of norture ynough • and mrx:hil of game. 

Thre sones the knight haddc • that with his Imdy he wan ; 

The eldest was a moche shrewe • and sone he bigan. 

His bretheren loved wcl here fader • and of him were agast, 

The eldest deserved his fadres curs • and had it at the last. 

The goode knight his fader • livede so yore, 

That deth was coinen him to and handled him full sore. 

The goode knight cared sore • syk ther he lay. 

How his children scholde • liven after his day. 

He hadde l>en wyde-wher • but no housixmd he was, 
t A1 the lond that he hadde • it was verrey purchas. 

Fayn he wolde it were • dressed among hem alle, 

TliAt ech of hem hadde his part • as it mighie falle. 

Works of Chaucer, ed. Skeat, iv. 645. 




THE FIFTEENTH CENTURY 


‘ BOOK III 


256 


and they are not all equally paths of peace.) Thirdly, 
and most important of all, you will find that, whether you 
take it in couplet or whether you take it in quatrain, the 
central stop will neither make nor mar the foot-scansion, 
equivaicneed with all the freedom of the casing air, but 
not with the least licentiousness. Sometimes there will 
have to be a “ pause-foot ” (or half-foot) at the break—that 
is to say, at the second line of the quatrain ; but by no 
means always. Sometimes these pauses will fall within 
the second, and more seldom in the first half (first or 
second, third or fourth line\ But when they do it will 
be almost always (I think I might say always) still possible, 
as it will be always elsewhere, to neglect the dot, and scan 
the ivhole line (double line), even on strictly metricalprinciples^ 
as decasyllabic^ A lexandrinCy or fourteener} The im portance 
of this in connection with the prosodic d^bdcle of the 
fifteenth century, with the " Poulter's measure,” with “ the 
tumbling verse,” and so forth, will emerge the more 
signally the more it is studied. Gamelyn^ in fact, is a 
master-key which will open every lock that Chaucer and 
Langland will not, and he is himself—I like to personify 
him—a link between Chaucer and Langland. Carry these 
three keys at your girdle and nothing in English prosody 
will resist them : while no madness of theory that can be 
safely left out of the madhouse itself, no blindness of 
apprehension that comes short of total eclipse of sight, can 
question their genuineness and legitimacy as instruments 
for dealing with '* this English matter, in the English 
tongue, for Englishmen.” 

But yet, further, if we shut the ballads in common 
measure out of sightaltogether, the fifteenth century 
is still a copious contributor of things, in one or two 
instances consummate, in many pleasing, in all profitable 
for instruction and correction in our subject The two 

^ 1 have scanned long batches in eveiy part of the poem vrithout a 
feilure, and I do not believe that there is a line requiring more than the in¬ 
dulgence which may be demanded in dealing with any MS. 

* The collections—Percy, Kitson, Hazlitt, Child, etc.—would furnish end¬ 
less additional illustrations of metre, but perhaps superfluously. And in some 
of the most beautiful there are troublesome doubts of date. 
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consummate examples^ are of course the Nuthrmone Mayde 
and (to some people, perhaps, not so much of course, 
which is a pity) the carol on the Nativity, “ I sing of a 
maiden.” 

The charm in non-formal ways of the Nutbrmme Mayde The Nut- 
needs no dilatation here, but it is very much ours to point 
out how much of its charm is due to form. The form 
itself may be said to be the older fourtcener or common 
measure, but divided in its first half, the octosyllable, 
by a strong middle rhyme and pause, and occasionally, 
though not necessarily very often, varied, suppled, and 
lilted by trisyllabic feet. The oldest example of this 
appears to be the curious “E.LO.” poem noticed above 
and quoted here below.® Another, “ Adieu, my dear, 

' The extremely beautiful Quia Anwre Lani^ut'o (see Dr. Furnivall’s 
Politieal, Religious^ and Love Poem^^ E.I‘'.T.S. 2f><l ed. 1903), which is, in 
its oldest version (Lamlwth MS. 853), apparently of about 1430, is there 
prosodically regular in eights of eight: — 

In a lalx*rnacK: of a tour, 

As y stood rmisynK<‘ on the mount*, 

A crowned queene, tnoost of honour. 

Me thoiighte y sigh sittingc in troiie. 

5k:hc made hir conipleynt hi hir oune, 

For inannis soule is wrappid in seunt', 

“ Y may not Iftnie niiinlvyiidc .a-loone," 

Quia amorc langueo. 

(SgHfte is merely a copyist’s blunder ; all the other o rhymes are right.) 

The variant-continuation (ifiid.), more beautiful still, expatiates into deca- 
syllables, and more, very instructively :— 

iKike unto myn handys, man ! 

Th(*v; glo\ es were geueif me whan I hyr sowght; 

They lie nat white, but rede and w.m. 

Knibnvtrcd with Mode niv spouse them bowght; 

They wylt not of[l], 1 left* them nowght, 

I wowe hyr witli them whi-rcvcr siie goc ; 

Thes hands full frendly for hyi fowght. 

Quia anwre languco. 

(Observe in both the attracted rhyme of II. 4, 5.) 

This volume contains, especially in the “Short Religious Pieces” from 
MS. Harl. 7322, much that I should like to comment on, and that illustrates 
the infinite procession of experiment and metamorpho.si.s. 

* This extremely remarkable poem occurs in tlie famous Thornton MS. 
belonging to the Library of Lincoln Cathedral; and will l>c found at p. 80 
of Canon Perry's edition of the Religious i’oems and Prose-pieces of that 
MS. for the E.E.T.S. (2nd ed. 1889). The manuscript itself is not thought 
to be later than 1440; and it is pretty certain that its contents arc older, 
perhaps by a good deal. The assignment of “ E.I.O.” to llampole himself, 
s.e. to a time about a century before, I do not think likely; if so, so much 

VOL. I S 
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adieu/* is, in the MS. form in which we have it, a little 
younger than the printed copy of the Nutbrowne Mayde 
itself in Arnold’s Chronicle^ though both of course may be 
definitely older still. 

That the Maid^ is not older than the time when the 
incubus of the final c was disappearing there can be no 
doubt. I suppose the greatest devotee of that inconvenient 
appendix * does not propose or wish to scan 

I musty to the greeny woody go. 

the better. From the ease and completeness of the double rhyme and the 
occasional trisyllabic swing, I should not put it as much anterior to the 
fifteenth century, though we have seen indication of these things as early 
as the thirteenth, and the first line, with its eclio of the well-known watch¬ 
word of the Wat Tyler insurrectio n, may carry us back twenty years l>efore 
1400. And there is an older form, shorter by two stan/^s, and rougher 
metrically, in a Cambridge MS., Dd. v. 64 (see Ilorsttnann'si. 72). 
It is out of my way to comment on it from any other than a prosc^dic point 
of view, though I should like to do so. From that point of view it consists 
of eight stanzas of twelve lines each, of which the following (the first and 
third) may serve as specimens :— 

When Ad.ani dalfe and Eve spane, 

Go spire, if thou may sj>ede, 

Whare was than the pride of man 
That nowe merres liis mede. 

Of earth and lame as was Adam, 

Makedc to noye and node, 

We cr, als he, maked to be 
WhiMs we this lyfc sail Icdc. 

With I I and E borne | er we, 
y\s .Sajlornon us highte 

whills we I cr fere 
As fowl I c unto I the (lyghte. 

Ware thou als wysse, praysefle in pryce 
Als was Salomon, 

Wele fairere fude of bare and blude 
That was Abs.alun, 

Strengthely and strange to wreke thy wrange 
As euer was Sampson, 
l*hou ne mighte a day, na mare than thay. 

The dede v^ ithstand allone. 

With I I and E [ the dedje to the 
Sail come | als 1 the ken, 

Bot thou I lie wate in whatc | kyn state 
Ne how. I ne whare, | ne whenne. 

The of **in whatekyn state” is unmistakable, and it recurs as in 

St. 6— 

Ne lajtyn ne lawe | may helpe | an hawe. 

1 It is, fortunately, too well known and accessible for free quotation to be 
needful. The oldest version is exactly given in Prof. Skeat’s Specimens. 

* By this time inconvenient. Not so, of course, earlier. 
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But whosoever wrote it had an astonishing mastery of 
prosody. Strong as is the beat given by the internal 
rhymes, it has never become monotonous, and the way in 
which each stanza “ lifts ” its rhythm as the refrain 
approaches, like a well-ridden horse taking each fence in 
his stride, is really wonderful. Never did any verse make 
its own music better than this. Another point of marvel 
is the sparing but consummate way in which the trisyllabic 
feet are managed. Too many (as anybody may see for 
himself, by inserting expletives in the text) relax the 
measure too much and so injure the acoustic effect of the 
rhymes ; but none at all would, or might, give an effect of 
woodenness. Some people, of course, would deny (some 
people will deny anything) that “ be it right ” and “ nej ver 
a dele I” are trisyllabic. 1 have no doubt of it. Note too 
the short sob which “ whither ” and “ sorrow " communicate 
to the sixth stanza :— 

Why say ye so ? whither will ye go ? alas ! what have ye done ? 

All my welfare to sorrmv and care should change if ye were gone; 

and the effect of “ heartily ” in 

And this 1 do and pray you lo ! as heartily as I can. 

“So little avail" in 1 . 77, “to cover your head and mine” 

( 1 . 100), “O my sweet mother before all other (1. 17), all 
have special value where they occur. 

No example could possibly be struck off at this day, The great 
by the greatest master alive of English versification, to 
show the mastery of it, better than the Carol^ above 

* First printed in Wright’s Songs and Carols (W’arlon Club, 1856}, a book 
which, with his earlier Percy Society collection similarly entitled (1847), 
tempts me, as the pair lie before me, to extract and analyte example after 
example of cunningly combined and .sweetly sounding metrihattion. Thirty 
years later Mr. Bullen gave it in his Carols and Poems (London, 1886). I 
cannot resist giving it once more :— 

I sing of a maiden 
Tlmt is inakele-ss ; 

King of all kings 

To her son she owes. 

He ciime also stilt 

Where his mother was, 

As dew in April 
That fall[e]th on the grass. 
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referred to shows that attained by some unknown prede¬ 
cessor, in the most ill-famed and ill-fated period of English 
poetry. The perfectly managed hand-gallop of the 
Nutbrowne Mayde shows off, and is set off by, the still, 
small voice—still and small, but infinitely sweet as well 
as solemn—of this other masterpiece. The rhythm has 
a distinct trochaic touch in it, a touch common enough 
in the antenatal days of our literature, and often recovered 
in modern times, but not very frequent in the middle 
period. The motion is extraordinarily slow, the sound 
being suited to the sense with absolute precision. The 
final feet of each line—which are not so much catalectic 
in the ordinary sen.se as monosyllabic, with a very 
strong pause and stillness to make them up — are 
still more cunning, and altogether the thing is a wonder. 
It is also one of the wonders which accord least well 
with a purely accentual theory of scansion ; for if you 
only attend to “ strong ” syllables half its beauty 
vanishes. 

In fact the accuracy, variety, and music of these minor 
fifteenth - century poets in this point of the admixture 
of trisyllabic feet is quite astonishing—all the more so 
when, on the one hand, we look at the clumsy woodenness 
of the literary decadents in stricter iambic, and when, on 
the other, we remember that this sleight itself was about 
to be lost (save in drama) almost wholly for two cen¬ 
turies, for three well-nigh, as a recognised and cstated 
quality of English poetry. We meet it in the most un¬ 
likely places—for instance, in the refrain of the mock-dirge 


He came also still 
To his mother's bower, 

As dew in April 

That fal 1 [e]th on the dower. 
He came also still 
Where his mother lay, 

As dew in April 
That falife]th on the spray. 
Mother and Maiden 
Was never none but she. 
Well may such a lady 
God's mother be. 


O zns sitperlta format t 
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for Suffolk' which dates itself at the middle of the century. 
There is something a little hendish, but altogether artistic 
and delightful, in the way in which the passing-bell slow¬ 
ness of the first half 

For I J&ck I Napes’ | soul pld | 

suddenly turns head over heels into a carillon of satiric 
joy and triumph with 

~cebd dnd | dirtjge ! 

where, as in other places, the resolution of the trochee into 
a dactyl gives perhaps the only legitimate and successful 
—certainly the most legitimate and successful—use of this 
latter foot in English. The penalty and corruption of 
these trisyllabic indulgences is indeed to be seen in the 
doggerels which have been and will be surveyed, and it is 
at least probable that reaction from this had a great deal 
to do with the partial ostracism of the trisyllabic foot 
during the great Elizabethan period. Hut these things 
will happen. 

Nor must it be thought that the fifteenth-century 
achievement is by any means limited to these exercises 
and excursions in resolution and equivalence—for it has 
plenty to show in the soberer iambic combinations, more 
particularly in religious poetry. Halliwell’s Early English 
Miscellanies for the Warton Club, and Wright’s two 
volumes of Carols^ etc., for the same society and its fore¬ 
runner, the Percy, contain many charming things, only 
inferior to the two supremities noticed above, and par¬ 
taking both of the looser and of the stricter adjustment. 

. The refrain is very noticeable here, as, for instance, in 
the first of Wright’s Warton ” Collection. The quatrain 
of triplet and single rhyme, either by itself or combined, is 
particularly common, and there is a tendency to work this 
into what may be called a half-refrain. The metre of " I 
sing of a maiden ” is found with many slight variations, 

* See Wright’s other collection of Political Poemx for the Rolls Series 
(London, 1861), ii. 232 ; also in Pol.., Pel. and Love Poems, u. s. This 
collection is another tempting treasure-boui>e of prosodic facts. 


Miscollanen' 
songs and 
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tending to lengthen and enlarge, if somewhat to vulgarise 
It. An extraordinarily effective result of resolution and 
equivalence is that applied to the Romance - six in 
XXXVII.— 


A new year I a new year ! a child was bom ! 

with a curious refrain.* The common measure itself is 
not uncommon. 

The Percy Songs and Carols give us some more 
elaborate metres, as, for instance, No. VI., which is 
almost as complicated as any of the dramatic forms, but 
in a rather dilapidated condition. It is best arranged as a 
fourteen-line stave lined lo, lo, 4, 4, 10, 44, 10, 4, 4, 4, 
4, 4, 4, and rhymed aabbcddceefggfr But we also have 
romance-sixes, a curious six of eights (VII.) rhymed 
aaababy but completed after two stanzas with a quatrain, 
one rhyme in six acting as bond throughout, an effective 

' This, which is evidently in very imperfect condition, Wright prints in 
couplets only, with the refrain. It runs :— 

A new yer, a new yer, a child wxis y-born 
Us for to savyn that .al was forlorn, 

So blyssid be the tyme. 

The fader of Heaven his owyn sone he sent 
His kingdom for to cleymyn [rest •wanting), 

.So blyssid. etc. 

After four of these triplets (or two of the stanzas) the piece lengthens itself 
into one of the common and often very lovely “ Lullaby ’* forms, trochaic 
as usual:— 

Lullay, lullay, lytil chyld, myn owyn dere fode. 

How xalt thou sufferin be naylid on the rode? 

with the ** Blyssid ’’ refrain as before. 

® Whilomc I present was with my soffreyne, 

Ignorawnt I was of dolowr and paj'nc : 

For than I lyved 
Fre sorow deprived 

Of pleasure having abundance and delice. 

But now forsoothe 
Sore hytt me ruthe. 

Fortune contrar>'the to my device. 

For pencynese 
And grett distresse 
1 am full woo ; 

Destitute 
From all refute 
Alone I goo. 
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combination (X.) of fourteeners with and without internal 
rhyme,* bob-and-wheel tens, Burns metres, common measure 
triplets, bob fives, fourteener couplets with a six refrain, 
rhyme-royal, fourteener mono-rhymed quatrains. And in 
all this class Latin lines or parts of lines are freely mixed 
with English. 

Completeness may demand—what contrast at the same Miscellanea— 
time more engagingly invites—the addition to this chapter works, 
of a few words on the miscellaneous fifteenth-century 
poetry of a more formal kind,* the production of the 
privates or non-commissioned officers of the army of 
which Lydgate and the rest arc the (not exactly great) 
captains. But the words need be but few. Although some 
of this poetry is, for better reasons than can always be 
alleged, accessible with great difficulty, in MSS. or in very 
rare printed originals, a good deal is available; and I may 
hope that my readers will, by this time, not be very ready 
to suspect me either of not having read it, or of being 
too indolent to give them here the digested results of my 
reading. The fact is that to do so at any length would 
certainly be lost labour, though the labour has not been 
lost which enables me to say this. Most of the minor 
regular poetry of the time is emphatically but a minor 
example of what has been sufficiently exemplified and 
discussed already, either in this Book or in the last. The 
later metrical romances, whether they have some real 
poetic quality, like Chester’s Lfiunfal^ or hardly any, like 

^ Thys endris nygth 
I saw a !>ygth, 

A stare as bryght as day ; 

And ever among 
A mayden song 

* LuHay, by by, lullay. 

This lovely lady sat and song and to hyr child sayd. 

My sone, my bnwler, my fader der, why lyest thou thus in hayd ? 

My swete byrd 

Thus it ys lietyde 

That thou be kyng veray; 

But ncvertheles 
I wyl not scs 
To syng by, by, lullay ! 

* Ritson’s Ancient Engleish Metrical Komancies^ i. 170. 
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Generydes} present no new features. A follower and con¬ 
tinuer of Lydgate like Benedict Burgh ^ merely confirms the 
old rule, that if you put one horse in a crooked furrow 
and drive the plough accordingly, the furrow resulting 
will be more crooked still. The degenerate prosaicism 
of Osbern Bokenam’s Saints' Lives ^ is not even relieved 
by any eccentricity of badness. Pretty early in the cen¬ 
tury (not later than its third decade, it would seem) John 
Audelay of Shropshire’s religious poems * show a good 
many of the varied schemes which we have examined in 
connection with the drama ; and the unknown translator 
of Palladius on Husbandry ^ puts his didactics into rhyme- 
royal, which naturally enough is not in the least poetic, 
but which is fairly correct as far as mere metre is con¬ 
cerned. But I think I may say that out of none of these 
is any new lesson whatever to be got, nor in them any 
new phenomena to be observed. 

‘ E.E.T.S., ed. Aldis Wright. 2 E.E.T.S., as above. 

2 Ed. Uorstmann (Heilbionn, 1883). ^ Percy Society, 1844. 

^ E.E.T.S,, ed. Lodge. In the new edition of yW., AV/. and Love Poenis^ < 
Dr. Furnivall has quite recently added a fresh dreadful example of t5th century 
disfigurement of rhyme-royal, in the shape of specimens from the Amoiyus 
and Cleopes of John Metham, a Cambridge man, c. 1450. He evidently 
meant decasyllabics ; but his actual syllables meander cheerfully from 8 to 17 
(counted).—I ought also to have noticed with Judas (p. 251) the Gospel ^ 
Nicodemus in MS. Ilarl. 4196, ed. by Dr. Horstniann in Herrig’s Archiv^ 
liii. (1874). (See also W. A. Craigie, An English ATiscellanyy Oxford, J901.) 
Here is a striking ballad-six from it :— 

1 baptyst him ryght with my hand 
In the water of flom Jordan ; 

The Haly Gast on him gan lend 
In a dowfe lyknes than ; 

The voyce of the fader downe was send 
And thus to speke bygan. 

The MS. is dated e. 1450 : the text may be much older. 
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THE PROSODY OF THE SCX)TTISn POETS 

Character and relative importance—Correctness and its moral— 
Points for attention—Early octosyllabic couplet: Harbour—The 
Saints^ Lives —Wyntoun—BHnd Harry—James I.- -Hem^son 
—Dunbar—His successors not equal—Douglas—The ^neid — 
The original poems—The Eighth Prologue—Lyndsay—The 
Reformation satires—Minor poems generally—Alexander Scott 
—Old-fashioned beauty of his metres—Montgomerie—The 
Cherry and Slae metre—Others—Hume and Mure. 

It may seem a paradox to say—while fully admitting that 
superiority, of fifteenth and very early sixteenth century 
poetry in North Britain, which has practically been 
allowed by all competent critics not disgusted or foiled 
by the dialect—that the Scots poets require less minute 
treatment, from the prosodic point of view, than their 
Southern contemporaries. It is, however, quite true to 
the fact, and the reasons can be stated as confidently as 
the fact itself. These reasons ^are mainly three. The 
first is the extreme lateness of Scots poetry and Scots 
literature generally. Setting aside the misty and mythical 
“ Huchowne,” and the still earlier Sir Tristrem, the con¬ 
troversies whereon do not concern us, while their prosody 
has been fully treated already under other heads, we have 
no Scots poetry before the fifteenth century except 
Barbour, whose date—^at least the date of the existing 
text—has also been questioned by some, though to my 
thinking with no force. Secondly, during its short flourish¬ 
ing as a literary medium, and especially during the 
palmiest times of that flourishing, Scots as a language 
went through no such tribulations and variations as 
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Southern English, so that the poets had a sure and 
trustworthy implement in their hands. 

But the third reason, and the most important, is that 
Scots poetry, though not in the least parasitic, is strictly 
pupillary. Of the four great Scottish poets of this period, 
James the First—the first in another sense, of accomplished 
Scottish verse-writers—has produced a piece which, though 
not slavishly or stupidly, is simply calqui upon Chaucer,^ 
traced against this or that quarry of the great Chaucerian 
oriel. Ilenryson, who has perhaps the most intensely 
poetic touch of all, in his greatest poem avowedly con¬ 
tinues Troilus and Crcseid, and is as faithful in form as 
in matter, though he may infuse a temper of his own. 
Dunbar, the greatest of all on the ordinary mixed 
reckoning, ranges himself as pupil to the English Three 
as obediently as a direct subject of his mistress Margaret 
Tudor’s father or brother could do. And even Douglas, 
the only one of the four in whom the Thistle rather 
bristles itself up against the Rose, is just as thorough a 
Chaucerian ; indeed, though better in form than Lydgate, 
he has some of Lydgate’s faults. As for the point of 
alliteration which all these Northern poets inevitably 
affect, that is no more Scottish than English in essence. 
Take this di.scipleship, and the additional fact that literary 
Scots, though largely admitting the vernacular, was not, 
strictly speaking, the vernacular itself, and the consequences 
are obvious. Just as a thoroughly well-trained English 
schoolboy writes Latin verse with stricter “correctness” 
than even Ovid himself, and with very much stricter 
correctness than other Latins, so do these Scottish poets 
write the metres of “ their Inglis ” with much greater 
precision than their fellow-pupils in the South do. In 
fact, this long training, continued mutatis mutandis by the 
school of Drummond and those about him just after the 
Union of the Crowns, and by Allan Ramsay and those 
about and after him just after the Union of the Farlia- 

^ We need not handle at any length the Chaucerising of dialect^ most 
noticeable, if not only noticeable, in the Quair. This can be separated from 
the prosody. 
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ments, brought about a general prosodic exactitude in 
the Scottish verse-writer, just as similar causes brought 
about an almost meticulous grammatical accuracy (certain 
ineradicable locutions excepted) in the Scottish writer of 
prose. 

Where, therefore, to resume and revert, there are few poinu for 
exceptions and a great attention to rule, no elaborate 
discussion of individual examples is necessary ; but some 
cannot be spared, and at least a general account of the 
forms preferred in use is indispensable. And the inves¬ 
tigation of the subject acquires interest, not merely from 
the half - accidental fact of the superior poetic gifts of 
certain individuals, but from- more general phenomena in 
three very important divisions. The first of these arises 
from the expression of the metres in a dialect of broader 
vowel-sounds, and a more varied and accentuated scale 
of tonal accompaniments. The second comes from the 
partiality of the Scots, in the first place to extremely 
“aureate” Latin and Romance terms, and in the second 
to eccentric and baroque vernacularisms. The third arises 
from the very interesting continuation of the process, more 
and more given up in England, of sometimes arranging 
alliterated lines in extremely complicated stanzas of 
rhyme, and sometimes employing them frankly by them¬ 
selves. According to our usual custom, we shall endeavour 
to bring out these points by successive survey of the 
works of the different known poets, with some account of 
anonymous poetry—“ folk-” and other. 

As we should expect,* this prosodic accuracy is least Early octo- 
shown in the early octosyllabic poetry of the Bruce^ the 
Saints* LiveSf sometimes attributed to the same author, Barbour, 
and ’ Wyntoun. Their very earliness would bring this 
about to some extent, but there is a stronger reason 
present in the fact that their Southern exemplars them- 

* Reference to texts is throughout to those of the Scottish Text Society^ 
where they exist; if others are used they are specified. I do not think much 
apology is needed for carrying the survey on beyond the strict period of this 
Book. Scots poetry (I do not say Scots language) from Barlmur to Mont* 
gomerie is almost homogeneous; and there is too little of it in the later 
sixteenth century to make separate treatment necessary or desirable. 
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selves oscillated between two forms, the syllabic and the 
equivalenced, and were often not particularly true to 
either. Yet even here it exists. You may read pages 
on pages of Barbour without discovering a single depar¬ 
ture from evenly arranged octosyllables, except the 
licence (to which Chaucer was finally putting his seal 
about the same time) of a trochaic-catalectic verse (or of 
beginning with a monosyllabic foot at choice), and an 
occasional tri.syllabic foot which may be often, if not 
oftenest, elided or contracted out of existence. Barbour 
knows the trick of dividing the couplets perfectly well, 
though he has not advanced to that of dividing the 
line. 

The differences of the Saints' Lives are small, and 
mostly of the meticulous character on which stress has 
been laid, in the desire to elaborate a Middle English 
“ scholarship.” The alleged assonances are not easy to 
discover (I have read a thousand lines on end before 
finding one), and when they do occur they are generally 
sounds very close together, “ tane,” “ hame,” “ crave,” 
“ rath” (cf. the childish “ mouf ” for “ mouth ”), etc. I do 
not, indeed, think that the run of the verse of these Lives 
is so strikingly like Barbour’s as to be an argument in 
favour of his authorship; but it is not sufficiently different 
to be an argument against it. The fact is that the un- 
equivalenced, or very lightly equivalenced, octosyllable is 
always very much the same, except in the hands of a 
distinct poetic genius. I could well believe (speaking, 
of course, from the purely prosodic point of view) that the 
Lives were anterior to the Bruce^ and a sort of “ exercise 
in school ” for it.^ 


^ Examples :— 


linue 


The kyng toward the vod is gane, 
Wery, for-swat and vill of vayn ; 

Intill the wod soyn enterit he, 

And held doim toward a vale, 

Quhar throu the vod a vattir ran. 
Thiddir in gret hy went he than. 

And begouth to rest hym thair, 

And said he mycht no forthirmair. 

vii. 1-8. 



CHAP. IV THE PROSODY OF THE SCOTTISH POETS 269 


The chief difference to be found in the rather volumi- WyatouD. 
nous but not unpleasant amble of Wyntoun’s verse is that, 
though actually more monotonous in its ordinary run, it 
more often indulges in a little trisyllabic curvet, while even 
this is not very common. Sometimes, however, as in ii. 

461,it will fall down as low as six syllables. 

Of the third chief metrical chronicle or quasi-chroniclc Bimd Harry, 
in Scots, Blind Harry’s Wallace^ there is not much to say 
prosodically, except that its heroics are punctiliously 
syllabic, and observe the French caesura at the fourth 
place with an almost excessive resolution, but one which, 
like the syllabic regularity, helps to prove our general 
point.® 

It is, however, when we come to the more poetical James i. 
poets that we find this orderliness of prosody most. If 
" rhyme-royal ” really owes its name to the King's Quair, 
it is scarcely more than a just recompense. Professor 
Skeat is absolutely right in calling James’s metre “beauti¬ 
fully musical,” and in contrasting it from this point of 


Saints’ Lives 

Thane gret Zozimus. he criyaiid, 

' ‘ Me ahyd, thu gudis servaiide I 
Suppose at I ritane synful lx*, 

Abyde a lytel and spek with me. 

I conjure the in godis n.'inie, 

For quhani this pennns thou has tane. 

And for the hope of the reward 
That thu is to haf eftirwanlc ; 

And sene that refusis ntqie, 

Abyd and blyss me, or thu ganc.” 

St. Mary of Egypt, 247-356. 

^ “All the land thar about.” So Cotton MS., others expanding “thar” 
to “that were.” The trisyllabic feet perhaps oftenest contain words easily 
slurred (“ Sewyn hundyr wyntyr and fifteyn,” iv. i. i), and are often mended 
(or spoilt) in some versions, as in iv. 7, 1028 or 1032, where we may choose 
between “ that wonnyng thai mycht noucht be of were ” and “ off weirc thai 
mycht nocht wonnyng be.” 

^ Than Wallace socht quhar bi.s wncle suld be ; 

In a dyrk cawe he was set dulfullfc, 

Quhar waiter stud, and he in yrny.ss Strang. 

Wallixce full sone the bra-ssis wp he clang ; 

Off thiit myrk boll brocht him with strenth and lyst, 

Bot noyis he hard, off nothing ellis he wyst. 

So blyth befor in warld he had nocht beyn, 

As thair with sycht, quhen he had Wallace seyn. 

ix. 1345**35*- 
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view with I^ydgate’s; and it does not at all matter 
whether he is right or not in attributing part of the 
smoothness to an arbitrary dropping or using of the final e 
inetri gratia. Of the fact of this smoothness there can be 
no doubt; and for once its general prevalence authorises 
the so often dangerous editorial habit of attributing ex¬ 
ceptions to the copyist of the single MS. A “ royal road 
to learning/’ or art of any kind, is generally taken to 
mean one which is rather quick and easy than thoroughly 
and artistically laid out and graduated. But James has 
shown how the thorough scholar, royal or not, passes, by 
the grace of nature, no doubt, as well as of scholarship 
and royalty, into the accomplished artist. Except The 
Flower and the Leaf there is nothing so beautiful of 
Chaucerian kind ; and there does not seem to be the 
slightest possibility (as some of us still think there is 
in the other case) of the King^s Quair being Chaucer’s 
own in any way. The poet fails nowhere. He mainly 
observes the tetremimeral caesura, which is really important 
in rhyme-royal, very carefully, but he does not make it in 
the least monotonous.^ His individual lines are always 
adequate and sonorous in themselves ; and yet they pass 
into each other with the varied jointing which is the 
triumph of this kind of composition, and which hardly 
anybody has ever reached unless he was either a great 
poet, or the scholar of one. If he avoids trisyllabic feet, it 
is, as we have seen and shall see, better, in this stanza, 
to do so ; and he varies his dissyllabic feet abundantly. 

Further, his diction, with the sound - values that it 
contributes to the symphonic effect of foot, line, line-group, 
and stanza, is selected with an admirable ear. He is 
not by any means disinclined to the " aureate ” vocabulary 

1 In fact, curiously enough, the poem opens with four penthemimers :— 

Heigh in the hevynnis | figure circulere 
The rody sieires { twynklyng as the fyre : 

And in Aquaiy | Cynthia the clere 
Rynsid hir tressis | like the goldin wyre. 

1 have coined "tetremimeral” on the analogy of rerfyftnepm rather than 
TfTpttfiftepos. The Greeks had no use for the actual word ; but you may have 
four halves as well as five or seven, I suppose. 
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which, while far from absent in Chaucer himself, was 
coming like a spring tide on the generations succeeding 
him ; but he never loses his footing in it, as the French 
rkitoriqueurs and their followers in English, but especially 
in Scots, were to do. The poem, of course, prosodically 
as otherwise, is “ school ” poetry; but it is school-poetry 
of the very best kind. 

Jatnes, however, had neither here nor elsewhere oppor- Henryson. 
tunity for showing himself an adept in varied kinds of 
verse. The case is different with the poems of that very 
remarkable poet, Henryson.^ IIis work has never yet 

received the careful editing by which Professor Skeat has 
put the text of the Kings Quair once for all in satisfac¬ 
tory condition, but its testimony to his prosodic accuracy 
is all the more forcible. Both in the rhyme-royal and in 
the nine-line stanzas of his capital poem, the Testament 
of Cressid^ he follows Chaucer with a really wonderful 
surencss and mastery of form, and that form enables him, 
to a very large extent, to give the astonishing variety of 
colour and tone which exists there, though it has been 
too little recognised. Not Chaucer himself, not Sackville, 
has brought out the echoing clangour and melancholy 
majesty of the metre better than is done in the great tragic 
passages of this piece. And not even Chaucer has done 
much better, while Sackville has not attempted, its adapta¬ 
tion to the middle style of poetry in the opening of the 
poem, as well as in the Fables. jA^ith the octave of eights 
(as in the Abbey Walk) and in that of tens (as in Youth 
and Age) he has shown himself equally conversant. 

The double common measure of his other greatest and 
by far his best - known piece, Robene and Makyne^ is 
inteiitionally more irregular, though only with strictly 
regular irregularities.^ He appears to me, though I 


* Ed. Laing (Edinburgh, 1865). We are hoping for an S.T..S. edition 
from Professor Gr^oiy Smith. 

^ The trisyllables are not very numerous, but they come in the right 
places. weddir is fair and I am fane, 

of Makyne’s appeal, with its echo in the lubberly lover’s too late 
repentance weddir is warm and fair, 
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believe not to others, to have come rather nearer to 
sing-song in the single quatrain of the same which serves 
for the Garmond of Good Ladies^ but there are beautiful 
lines here. The riding-rhyme of Orpheus and Eurydice^ 
is more than competent ; and a much warmer word 
must be used of the ten-line stanza in which the central 
part (the bulk is rhyme-royal) of the same poem is 
written. These elaborate line-combinations are by no 
means easy to wield; it is the great and still too little recog¬ 
nised glory of Spenser that he is so utterly master of his. 
But Henryson, though of course on a smaller scale and 
with a less intrinsically beautiful stanza, is not far behind 
him. The modulation in the central complaint of 
Orpheus, with its refrain not slavishly kept— 

Quhar art thow gane, my luf Erudices 

(which has almost the very music, with pauses supplied, of 
Che fard)t is quite an extraordinary thing for a poet in the 
very dawn of his special dialect-division of literature. 
And, taking him with James on the one hand, and against 
Lydgate and Occleve on the other, we have one of the 
most singular juxtapositions, in all letters, from our 
special point of view. 


and Robene’s earlier careless— 

Peraventure my sheep nia gang bcsyd, 

and the strict limitation of Makyne’s rejerlJon-stanzas, with just the one 
spurt — 

And nnvr again tnairto perfay, 

are equally well judged. 

^ That is to say of its Moralitas. There is enjantbemefii as well as couplet 
separation here :— 

Allace ! in erd quhare is thare mare foly 
Than for to want and have hnboundantly. 

To have distresse on bak, and bed, and burde, 

And spare till othir men of gold a Inu-de, 

.And in the nycht slepe soundly may thai noucht. 

To gadder geir sa gredy is thair thoucht. 

Bot quhen that reson and intelligence 
Playis upon the herp of conscience, 

Schawand to ws quhat perrell on ilk syd 
That thai incur quhay will trest or confyd. 

Into this warldis \’ane prosperitie. 
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1 do not know that Dunbar owes quite so much of his Dunbar, 
special poetic virtue to his prosody as do the questioned « 
king and the questionable schoolmaster before him ; and 
1 shall allow anybody who pleases to say that this is 
because he is a greater poet. But he does not in the very 
least give the lie to our contention, or provide an ex¬ 
ception to our rule. He is more various even than 
Henryson in forms, and acquits himself handsomely with 
all of them from the mere prosodic point of view, while 
he has for us one point of especial interest, which neither 
Henryson nor James offers, in that he is, prosodically 
speaking, Chaucer plus Langland, plus a very considerable 
proficient in the lyric forms that Chaucer seldom tried.’ 

He, being “ a Northern man,” can rym^ ram, ruff with 
the best of them, as well as turn out something 
very different from “ rhyme doggerel ” in “ royal ” and 
octaves, in other combinations (especially the five-line 

* We can hardly “ spare to interpose ” some examples of so great a metrist 
and rhythm-master. The stately if rather artificial oct.-ive.s of the Golden Tar^ ; 
the accomplisherl if, like the octaves, rather over-*‘<’iurcated ” thyme-royal 
of The Thrissill ami the jRois, ami the damionic Romance-sixes and twelves of 
the Dattre of the Seven Deadly Sins, arc in all the extract books. Therefore 
should 1)e jireferrcd here the wonderful pr.'v-Knphnclite picture, referred to 
below, that heads The Tiva AJaryit H'emen ;— 

I saw thre gay Indeis sit in ane gieiii nrlxiir, 

AH grathit into garlandis of fresche gudelic flouris ; 

So glitterit as the gold wer thair glorius gilt tressis, 

Quhill all the gressis did glcme of the glaid hewis ; 

Kemmit was thair cleir hair, and curiouslie schecl 
Attour thair schuldcris doun schyre, schyning full bricht; 

With curches cassin thame ulxme, 'of kirsp eleir and thin : 

Thair mantillis grein war as the gress that grew in May sessoun, 

Ketrit with thair quhyt fingans about thair fair sydis : 

Off ferliful fyne favour war thair faeeis incik, 

All full of flurist fairheid, as flouris in June ; 

Quhyt, seimlie, and soft, as the sweit lillies ; 

New upspred upon spray as new spynist rose, 

Arrayit ryallie about with mony rich w.'irdour, 

Th.it Nature, full nobillie, .innarnalit fine with flouris 
Off al kin hewis under hewin, that ony heynd knew ; 

Fragrant, all full of fresche odour, fynest of smell. 

Ane marbre labile coverit wes befoir th.ii thre ladeis, 

With ryale cowpis upon rawys full of riche w'ynis. 

In many of Dunbar's lyrics the admixture of I.Atin lines which has been 
noticed above in regard to the English lyric of his period generally, produces 
an admirable effect, especially in the famous iMment for the Makers or “ Timor 
Mortis cemturbat me.” Another example, much less known, is “ KoratcCoeli 
desnper,” which shows, what I think may be observed in these mixtures 

VOL. I T 
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Stanza of eights), in common measure, Romance sixes and 
twelves, and what not, as well as (if he wrote the Fryars 
of Berwick) in capital heroic couplet. And his unrhymed, 
unstanzaed, alliterative lines in The Twa Maryit Wemen 
and the Wedo are by far the best that we have out of 
Piers Plowman itself, and perhaps Cleanness. They 
comply, indeed, a little with that rather ungoverned desire 
for excessive alliteration which we observe in the later 
practitioners of the style, especially in Scots ; but they 
do not yield to this in the extravagant fashion of Gavin 
Douglas. And it may almost be said that Dunbar ftever 
here (whatever he may do in his “ flyting ” moods) 
permits himself to caricature the method. While for 
vigour and variety, for colour and tone, and especially for 
keeping up the curious irregular accompaniment,' like the 
humming of a bee, which this metre admits and recom- 


generaHy, the corrohorating effect, as of an interwoven thread of silver wire, 
which the I^tin exercises :— 

Rorute coeli desuper / 

Ilcvitis. distill your lialniy schouris. 

I'or now is rissin the briclit day ster 
Kro the roiss Mary, flour of flouris. 

The rleir Sone qiihomc no clud devouris, 

Surmunting Hicbus in the est, 

Is cumin of his hevinly touris. 

F.f nobi f Puer na/us rst / 

For the pure vernacular we might take the half-merry, half-sad swing of— 

Cajine iievir yet May so freschc and grene, 

Hot Januar come als wud and kene— 

Wes nevir sic drowth bot am a come rane, 

All erdly joy returnis in i>.ine ; 

or the beautiful companion piece (much Chauccr-inspircd in matter and phrase, 
if not in prosody) of “ Quilk to consider is ane pane," or the quintains of the 
“ Changes of Lyfe ”— 

Visterday fair sprang the Hoturis, 

I'his day thai ar all slane with schouris ; 

And foulis in forrest that sang cloir 
Now walkis with ane dreric cheir. 

Full cauld are all thair beddis and bouris. 

But Dunbar, like all the greater poets to whom we arc coming, is a begniler. 
lie who quotes, or begins quoting, is lost. 

* All to be found specially in the overture of The Twa Maryit JVemettf 
with its exquisite scene and figures, contrasting so audaciously with the un¬ 
relieved ugliness that follows. The conclusion frames** and Kts off the 
[uece as artistically. 
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mends, he has hardly an equal, save again Langland, who 
as a rule, and from his arguinentativc subjects, allows 
himself less of it. 

It would, however, be very surprising, if not quite His successors 
inconceivable, that the influences which told upon the 
main body of the English language should not have had 
some effect upon its outlier, despite the special preserva¬ 
tives which we have noticed. It would be all the more 
surprising to us inasmuch as Lydgate, with whom the 
rot had already set in,^ was, as we have seen, admitted 
by Scots, as well as by southern Englishmen, to something 
like full equality with Chaucer himself. And we certainly 
do And traces of it, though not to the same extent as in 
Hawes and Skelton, in their contemporaries Douglas and 
Lyndsay. This is the more remarkable in Douglas,’** 
because it might have been thought that his scholarship 
in the ancient tongues would have kept him straight, 
where, with little or none of such scholarship. King James, 

Henryson, and Dunbar had found no temptations to go 
crooked. But this preservative does not seem to have 
been exerted. 

Not that the good Bishop (who was so furiously angry Douglas, 
with Caxton for not doing what he never pretended to 
do with Virgil, and with wicked critics for not doing himself 
and other good people justice) is a very great offender ; 
in fact, as a rule his prosody is a very fairly competent 
vehicle for his frequently poetical and almost always 
vigorous and individual diction. It is not here that any The /Eneid, 
objections would be made to his inserting in the heroics of 
the text of his great translation such Alexandrines as— 

And Troiane armour and ensenzies {ensigns) with me saw, 
or— 

Intill his hiddius hand thaim thrimbillit and wrang, 

if he intended them as such. But the intention is not 
quite so clear: and it is certain that in other places he 

1 Let not any rash person take this for modem slang. A Rot among the 
Bishops is the title of a seventeenth-century pamphlet. 

^ Ed. Small (4 vols., Edinburgh, 1874). 
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has indulged in things not merely ugly but to a certain 
extent incompetent. The hideous Lydgatian break-back 
is not absent in him. He has ugly twistings or neglects 
of accent such as— 

Quhas passage is unreturnable went, 

and is liable, like nearly all the poets, Northern and 
Southern, of the period, to an extreme infirmity of mind 
whether words ending in “able,” etc., are to be rhymed 
on the suffix, or the antepenultimate, or both together. 
These defects do not prevent the main body of the trans¬ 
lation from possessing the merits above attributed, but 
they slightly interfere with those merits, and they certainly 
do not present u.s, in Douglas, with the agreeable spectacle 
of prosody serving as more than helpmeet to poetry. 

Not very different, though more various, are the results 
of examination into the nine- and ten-line stanzas of the 
Palice of Honour^ the octaves of King Hart^ and the 
varied metres of the Aineid Prologues. Douglas does 
not, in the first two, break down so often or so badly as 
Hawes, but he breaks down in something the same way, 
particularly in the name-catalogues, which he rather 
affects. It is the same with the rhyme-royal, which, with 
other forms, appears in the Prologues.^ The seventh of 
these, in heroics or riding rhyme, is one of his very best 
exercises in that metre. But the chief prosodic interest 
in this division rests with the Eighth, where he exhibits, 
almost for the last time in the case of a poet of real 
gifts, the combination of extravagant alliteration with 
elaborate rhymed stanza. 

If it were not for its vigour, which is considerable, and 
perhaps for its historical interest, which is not small, this 
would be a rather awful example. It is the old thirteen- 
line stanza, of nine mainly rhythmical long lines and 
four short metrical ones, rhymed ababababeddde. As the 

^ For instance,— 

Galicn, Averroes, and Plato. 

P. (f //. ed. cit. i. 12. 

I uuderstude be signes persavabill 

That was Cupyd, the god maist dessavabill. 

Ibid. i. aa 
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opening stanza given below ^ will show, alliteration is 
pushed to the over-dose of five syllables in a single line, 
throughout a large proportion of the long lines, with 
seldom less than four in the remainder. In other stanzas 
there are even examples of six.^ Here the two old 
objections come in, each of them ten thousand strong. 

It is impossible that, on such a system, the alliterating 
word should not be preferred to the appropriate; and it 
is at least very probable that in the dearth of appropriate 
words, words grossly inappropriate will be dragged in, 
and if necessary invented. This piece is in fact, I believe, 
with the “ flytings,” the main source, in Scots poetry, of 
words which either never existed at all in ordinary use, 
or would have been recognised by every one at the time 
as inusitata. Once more, to put yourself into such a 
servitude as this is to “ lose all the grace and liberty 
of the composition.” 

Of this comparative prosodical inaccuracy (for com- Lyndsay. 

parative it is in both sen.ses and directions—more as 

regards the earlier important Scottish poets, and less as 

regards contemporary English), Sir David Lyndsay * 

shows some, but rather less trace. In the varied stanzas 

of his shorter poems, in the octosyllables in which he, 

unlike Douglas, takes delight, and which supply the staple 

of the rather amusing Squire Meldrum and the very 

unamusing Dialogue between Experience and a Courtier^ 

% 

^ Of (Ireflyng and dremis quhat dow is it to endyt ? 

For as I lenyt in a ley in Lent this last nycht, 

I slaid on a swevynnyng slummcrand a litc : 

And sone a selcouth sege I saw to my sycht, 

Swownand as he suelt wald, soupit in site— 

Was nevir wrochl in this waild mayr wofull a uycht, 

' Ramand : Kessoun and rycht is rent by falss rile, 

Frendschip flemyt is in France, and fayth hes the flycht, 

Lcis, lurdanry, and lust ar our laid-stern ; 

Pece is put out of play, 

Wclth and weilfair away, 

Lufe and lawte hayth tuay, 

Lurkis full dern. 

iii. 142. 

^ Bailfull byssynes bayth blys and brightnes can host. 

Ibid. 

3 Ed. Laing and Small (3 vols., Edinburgh, 1879). 
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and in the quaintly blended pot-pourri of the Satire of 
the Three Estates^ he sometimes breaks down, but seldom ; 
and on the whole he is far more of a general example of 
our main proposition than of an exception to it^ 

It is curious how this scholastic exactness shows itself 
even in the places where we should look for it last, and 
least—the rough-and-tumble verse diatribes, which were 
nowhere more rough-and-tumble than in the Scotland of 
the Reformation.** Of course there are slovenly pieces 
here; and the survival of pure alliterative poetry helps, 
but does not excuse, their roughness. Yet it is strange 
how comparatively polished is the octosyllabic verse of 
even such a vitriolic lampoon as Sempill’s on Patrick 
Adamson : one can almost imagine sometimes, except that 
the humour is baser and less metaphysical,” that one is 
reading genuine Hudibrastics. Many of the pieces attri¬ 
buted to Sempill or the VVedderburns apply sometimes 
rather complicated metres right deftly. But the poems of 
this division of Scots verse are the famous “Sing hey, trix! 
trim go trix! ” (which Scott’s discreet quotation in TIu Abbot 
has made known to everybody, and which the prudery 
of a most respectable editor has somewhat ludicrously 
mutilated in the Scottish Text Society edition), and the 
“Ballad on St. Bartholomew,” where the anapaestic rhythm 
and the occasional double internal rhyme are not un¬ 
worthy of Thomas Ingoldsby.® There is hardly such a 

* Lyndsay, however, is an example of a pretty obvious fact which will 
meet us at every turn hereafter, that the greater the aaiuired prosodic r^;U‘ 
larity the more naked is the natural prosaic bathos. For instance— 

For lyle make peace I nevere wald consent 
Except the kyng of France had been content. 

Excellent politics, but woful poetry ! It is not necessary to dwell on this fact 
or on the explanation of it. The best prosody l)est sets oIT the best poetry; 
the worst poetry, in good prosody, lacks the excuse that bad might give it. 

■ ' ® See Cranstoun’s Satirical Poems of the Reformation^ and Mitchell’s 
Gudt and Godlie Ballates in the S.T.S. reprints. Allan Ramsay gave a good 
many of them in The Evergreen, 

* Suppois that the 1‘apistes devuysil this at Trent 
To ding us and bring us with mony lowd lauchter, 

With sic cruel murther is Christ sa content 

To take thee and make thee ane sanct for our slauchter? 

Albeit he correct us and scourge us in ire, 

Be war with the wand syne he wapis in the fyre. 
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hand-gallop of verse till we come to the famous songs 
of the end of the seventeenth century. In fact these 
two pieces deserve to rank with “ Back and side, go 
bare, go bare,” as the trinity of thoroughly successful 
accomplishments in rapid measure during the sixteenth 
itself. 

The lesson is maintained in the minor poets, named Minor poems 
and unnamed, wherever they arc not deliberately in- 
dulging in alliterative looseness, and sometimes when 
they are. The sheer jargon and coq-a-Idne style of the 
“flytings” is by no means deficient in modulation; nor is 
even such utter ribaldry as Clerk’s “ Brash of Wowyng.” 

The two best sentimental pieces, “ Tayis Bank ” and the 
“ Mourning Maiden,”' owe much of their charm to the 
sweetness of their metre ; and all the romance-ballads, 
or ballad-romances, to the well-marked time of theirs. 
Undoubtedly, in all this poetry there is a great deal of 
clichi —of stock stuff which can be, and has been, made 
up and remade, till it has brought Scots verse into some 
disrepute. But this is itself partly due to the way in 
which the original shapers and wielders of the metrical 
die stamped the coin into currency and memory. 

The poets in Scots of the end of the sixteenth Alexander 

Scott. 

' These, with much else, will he most conveniently found in Mr. Hazlitt's 
rearrangement of laing’s Early Scollish Popular Poeby [2 vols., London, 

1895). Rut a stanza from each may l>c given : — 

Quhen Tayis bank wes bfumyt brycht, 

With blosoniRS blyth aiul bred, 

Be that river that lan douti rycht, 

Undir the ryss 1 red : 

' The merle melit with all hir mycht 

And mirth in mornyng maid, 

Throw solace, sound, and scniely sicht 
Alswth a sang I said. 

The “ Maiden ” has a rather more complicated metre :— 

Still undir the levis grene, 

This hindir day, I went alone ; 

I hard ane may sair niwrnc and mcync. 

To the King of Luif schc maid hir mone. 

Sche sychit sely soir : 

Said * • Lord ! 1 luif thi lore ; 

Mair wo dreit nevir woman one ! 

O langsum lyfe, and Ihow war gone 
Than suld I mwrne no moir !" 
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century have considerable interest from our point of view, 
especially the two most remarkable of them—Alexander 
Scott, who is indeed rather of the later middle than of 
the end, and Montgomerie, who is of the early seven¬ 
teenth as well as of the late sixteenth. The general 
prosodic correctness of the section is shown by the excel¬ 
lent but exceedingly dull Holland in the Court of Venus 
and the Seven Sages ; but of him we need hardly speak. 
Of the two others, Scott was probably the intenser, if not 
the greater poet, and he exhibits, more than does Mont¬ 
gomerie, the power of absolutely suiting the sound to the 
sense in the best prosodic way. But he resembles him 
(though the point of resemblance is not quite so sur¬ 
prising in him the elder, as it is in Montgomerie the 
younger) in the strangely antique, and actually mediaeval, 
character of their verse. Little as we know of Scott, we 
do practically know that he must have written up to the 
time when Spenser was making his first appearance ; and 
there is every reason to believe that Montgomerie did not 
die till Spenser had been dead some years. Yet when 
we compare them now with the first great Elizabethan 
generation, they seem positively mediaeval in form. The 
exaggerated alliteration of Scott’s address to Queen 
Mary, though it made its appearance after TotteTs Miscel¬ 
lany was printed, and many years after Wyatt and 
Surrey had actually written, may owe something to 
Douglas in particular. But all Scott’s forms, though 
now and then exquisitely musical, have the half-wild, 
half-artificial music of the thirteenth and fourteenth cen¬ 
turies. The bobbed form of the tournament betw^n 
Adamson and Sym is, of course, mere reminiscence of 
things like Chrisfs Kirk ; ^ but this very reminiscence is 
an important point in Scots prosody. The octaves of the 
“ Remeid of Luve ” are not conspicuously archaic. But 
in most of his lyrics, as fine at times as they are 
coarse at others, the poet affects much more conceited, 

^ This well-known piece, with its companion Peebles to the Play^ illustrates 
at once the uncertainty of the time^ and the complex conectness of form, in 
these examples. 
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and antiquely conceited, things. The octave sixes of 
that very particularly scandalous piece which has for 
refrain— 


I sail not sait again ; 

the quintets of many (including the saddest and sweetest 
of Scott’s poems, “To Luve Unluvit ”) ; the octaves of 
eights, though all right artfully done, are all “ of the auld 
fasoun,” quaint things suggesting citherns and citoles to 
sing them on. No rhitoriqueur in France throughout the 
fifteenth century but would have been “ half in a rapture 
and half in a rage” at “Haif Hairt in Hairt," where the 
poet manages to weave three stanzas of rhyme-royal with 
the word “ heart ” from twice to four times in each line, 
and yet to make a symphony neither fulsome nor merely 
clattering. He has not only the regular Burns metre, 
but a shortened form, with single-foot thirds and fifths 
refrained on the same words, “ resoun,” “ tresoun” ; and 
another very pretty' stave, also shortened from a longer, 

* Quha is perfyu: 

I'o put in wryt 

The inwart murning and mischitiice. 

Or to indyle 
The grit delyte 
Of lustie lufis obschervaunce, 

IV>t he that may certane. 

Patiently suffer p.iin. 

To win his soverane 
In reconi|)ance. 

• 

?Ierc arc examples of other forms referred to in the text:— 

It cumis yow hiviiris to be laill, 

Of body, hairt and mynd alhaill. 

And though ye with ye:ir ladyis daill— 

Ressoun ; 

, Bot and your faith and lawty fiaill— 

Tressoun t 

Ed. cit, p. 36. 

Haif hairt in hairt, ye hairt of hairtis haill ; 

Trewly sweit hairt, your hairt my hairt sal haif; 

Ex^l, deir hairt, my havy hairtis baill. 

Praying yow, hairt quhilk hes my hairt in graif. 

Sen ye, sweit hairt, my hairt may sla and saif, 
l-at not, deir hairt, my leill hairt, be forloir, 

Excelland hairt of every hairtis gloir. 

Ed. cit. p. 30. 

The ** bobbed ** one is so well known from Bums that it need not be quoted. 
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arranged 4484486664, rhymed aabaabcccb. In all these 
poems Scott has the carillon effect which is so charming, 
but which also gives an effect of curiosity^ of something 
out of its own time and place. 

There is less of this in Montgomerie, but he has the 
compensating importance of bulk —of being a person of 
known influence and position, and of being practically the 
last important poet, not merely of the independent king¬ 
dom of Scotland, but of the unadulterated Scots tongue. 
Between Montgomerie and his reviver, Allan Ramsay, 
not a single versifier in pure Scots is of the slightest 
rank in the history of English literature; and those 
Scotsmen who do write verse of merit — Drummond, 
Stirling, Aytoun, Montrose—write it either wholly in 
southern English, or when they are serious.^ On the 
other hand, Montgomerie has more than this rather 
forlorn position of ultimus Scotorum in the particular 
department. He retains the ear of the Scottish public, 
though he does not impress followers. The seventeenth 
century was not exactly the time when Scotland gave 
most ear to “ profane ” (at least, not sacred), as well as “ vain 
and amatorious literature. But, including the vanished 
edition of Andro Hart in 1615, The Cherry and the Sloe 
was printed no less than eight times between its first 
appearance on the eve of the seventeenth century (in 
^597) the beginning of the eighteenth, while in 
this latter it had as many by itself, besides reappearances 

but this delightful minikin stanza (the kind of thing that Guest hated) 
may be;— 

Ite land or sc. 

Qubaur uvir I be, 

As ye fynd me, 

So tak me; 

An gif 1 le, 

And from yow fie, 

Ay quhill I de 
Forsaik me ! 

Ed. cii, p. 39. 

For the relations of this with metres apparently different, see Appendix. 

' There is a third class, probably small and little stuped, but of whom 
Patrick Hannay (see the present writer’s Minor Caroline Poets^ Oxford, 1905, 
vol. i.) is a fairly copious example, who vrrite literary English, with odd occa* 
sional droppings into Scots. But they have few or no prosodic peculiarities. 
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in Watson’s Collection^ and in the frequently reprinted 
Evergreen of Allan Ramsay. 

These apparently statistical and bibliographical facts 
are of really critical and historical weight in reference 
to, and in connection with, that archaism which has been 
glanced at. While English poetry was becoming more and 
more “ modern ”—while the very Elizabethans themselves 
were getting to seem antiquated, and everything was 
settling down to the couplet or blank verse for maids-of- 
all-work, and a few very simple lyric forms for occasional 
assistants,—the most popular, and still most recent, Scots 
poem of importance might, as regards its metre, and 
almost as regards its diction, have stepped out of a 
mystery-play of the late fourteenth century. 

The metre* of The Cherry and the Slae is a quatorzain The Chtny 
(the word' appears to have been actually used in the 
mysterious edition of Hart) made up of a Romance six, 
a common - measure quatrain (a mixture .so far not 
unfamiliar), and another “ wheel ” quatrain, of which 
more immediately. In continuous denumcration of line 
and rhyme it runs 88688686866666, aabccbdedefghg. 

In the cadence and rhyme of the first ten lines there is 
nothing peculiar; but in the wheel-quatrain there is. 

The first and third lines, which, as will be seen by the 
scheme-specimen, do not rhyme together or with any 
other lines, rhyme internally; and this rhyme, being 
double, gives them a very unusual cadence. This is 


^ About ane bank qnhatr birdis on bewis 
Ten thousand tymis thair notis renewis 
like houre into the day, 

The merle and maucis tnicht Ix: sene, 
The Progne and the Phelomcne, 

Quhilk caussit me to stay. 

I lay and leynit me to anc bus 
To heir the birdis Ijcir ; 

Thair mirth was sa melodius 
Throw nature of the yeir; 

Sum singing, some springing 
With wingis into the sky, 

So trimlie, and nimlie, 

Thir birdis they flew me by. 

* In the form “ qualorsrm.” 
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perhaps the chief thing in English deserving the name of 
amphibrachic if the lines be taken as wholes: but it 
very much tempts one to split them, and to arrange four 
of them as a sixain ^ of very short lines (part monometer 
catalectic) on a par with those of Scott noticed above. In 
skeleton, and perhaps even in a single example, the whole 
looks excessively complicated and cumbrous, a sort of 
stiff brocaded and whaleboned farthingale for the lithe 
and graceful body of the Muse. In practice, however, 
and when the eye and ear are broken to it, it is consider¬ 
ably better, and there is no doubt that it attuned itself 
very satisfactorily to Scottish taste. Its success is very 
mainly due to its extreme precision, without which so 
complicated a thing would become a mere tangle of jars 
and discords, but which actually keeps it in harmony. 

There is really as much, though the coarse gibberish 
to which it is yoked probably makes it difficult for its few 
modern readers to perceive, in the variegated metres and 
rhythms of the “ Flyting with Polwarth ”—Montgomerie’s 
most popular and often-printed piece, next to the Cherry^ 
and the latest important example of this childish and 
uncomely fashion of writing. Nor is it less in the 
minor poems, which present a large selection of forms. 
Most of these, however—in fact, nearly all — we have 
already discussed under the head of other poets or (for he 
repeats The Cherry aiid the Slae stanza in them) under 
his own. But he deserves more special mention as the 
first, principal, and last sonneteer, in Scots proper, who 
uses it as a natural literary tongue, and not as a revived 
literary curiosity. The perusal of these sonnets will 
indeed perhaps partly explain why his younger contem¬ 
poraries, Drummond and Alexander, used English for the 
form : but they are rather the more, not the less, interesting 
for this. Some at least were written late, none perhaps 

* For example:— 

Some singing, 

Some springing. 

With wings into the sky, 

So trimly, 

And nimbly. 

Those birds they flew me by. 
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very early ; but we know that Montgomerie had at least 
attempted the form by i 5 84, when his master published 
the Rewlis and Cautclis, At this time the great English 
sonnet-outburst had hardly begun, though Sidney, Watson, 
and perhaps others had already taken up the adventure 
which Wyatt and Surrey had started forty years before. 
And it is therefore probable that Montgomerie had only 
foreign (and most likely French) models before him, 
though he may have directly studied the Italians. But 
it is noticeable that, with only three exceptions out of 
seventy, he uses the English form with final couplet, if also 
with intertwined rhyme, and, though he often makes a 
distinct break in sense or evolution between octave and 
sestet, he does not alwaj\s. As compared, however, with 
his only certain English forerunners, he has entirely got 
rid of uncertainty of cadence and irregularity of line. In 
fact, the chief objection that can be brought against his 
sonnets is that the lines are too regular, and too constantly 
end-stopped, to admit of the variety, the flexibility, the rise 
and fall of note, which so greatly increases, if it does not 
mainly constitute, the beauty of the form.^ 

* Here is an example fairly representative, neither more nor less staccato 
in movement tlian most (Ivi.): — 

Kxcuse me, Plato, if I suld suppone 
I'hat underncth the hevinly vauled round, 

Without the world [ = \\iiruldj, or in pairts profound 
By Stix inclosd, that enipti«f place is none. 

If watrie vauts of air be full eehonc, 

'Ilien what contenis my teirs which so abound 
With sighis and sobbis, w’hich to the hevins I sound, 

When l.ove delytis to let me mak my nion? 

Suppose the solids subtilis ay rcstrantis. 

Which is the maist, my maister, ye may mcne ; 

Thought all war void, yit culd they not contcnc 
The half let be the haill of my complaintis. 

Vhair go they then ? the question wald I c[ravc] 

Kxcept for ruth the hevins suld thanic [rcssave]. 

But Montgomerie could be as lively as he liked, witness the admirable 
Matin Song:— 

Hay 1 now the day dawis ; 

The jolic cok crauis ; 

Nou shroud is the schauis, 

Threu Nature anonc. 

The thisell-cok cryis 

On louers vha lyis. 

' • Nou skaillis the skyis : 

The nicht is neir gone ! 
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Little need be said of Montgomerie’s contemporaiy 
Alexander 'Hume, or of his younger relative Sir William 
Mure of Rowallan; but their work, inferior as it is, 
practically quite confirms the general conclusion we are 
drawing. No grave sins against mere prosody are 
chargeable on Hume, one of the dullest dogs in Scottish 
poetry. One would almost be grateful for a few break- 
downs as a relief from the intolerable monotony of 
measured prose. Whether he writes in fourteeners at 
length, or breaks them up into common measure ; whether 
he arranges his decasyllabics in couplets or stanzas; he is 
technically faultless, as he is technically and in all other 
ways dull. The much more abundant and prosodically 
much more varied verses of Rowallan, Montgomerie’s 
sister’s son, do not deserve quite such harsh language 
poetically, though they are no great things. But they 
deserve the same testimonial prosodically, without the un¬ 
gracious qualification. He conducts experiments rather 
widely, even attempting the anapaestic metres which are 
not common so early in the century: and he is never 
exactly ill at the mere numbers, especially in the early 
poems which (long unknown) have been printed in the 
S.T.S, edition. The sixains of his Dido and jiEneas 
and the couplets of his later pieces, as well as the 
(almost obligatory) common measure of his Psalms^ 
call for no special notice either way. But he has also 
the rather quaintly conceived stanza of the Conflict^ the 
Boulter’s measure imitated from the early Elizabethans (of 
whom Mure was evidently a diligent student), and several 
more unusual forms, culminating in a really pretty and 
bell-like piece, " Must I unpittied still remain ” ^; as well 
as the rattling anapaests of— 

Glaidstones is gone, his corps doth heir dwell. 

But where be his other halfe no man can tell. 

t 8866661010 rhymed aabccbdd. 

Must I unpittied still remain 
But r^ird. 

Or rewaird. 

Nothing caird. 

But my sweetest slain ? 
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These are not contemptible, while his sonnets run rather 
better than his uncle’s, whatever may be their inferiority in 
other ways. 

It does not seem in any way necessary to go beyond 
these, or to return to others that have been passed over. 
The creative efforts in verse of the second (perhaps the 
third') poetical James had better wait for such notice as 
they require till we come to his critical remarks on it. 
Klsewhere, look where we may in the miscellaneous poems 
earlier or later, already more than once or twice glanced 
at, and continued down to, and beyond, Ker of Ancram— 
in the rather wooden decasyllabic couplets of Clnriodus^ in 
the octosyllables of the Buik -of Alexander the Great^ and 
its smaller romance companions *—everywhere and always 
we shall find the same larger allowance of strict correctness, 
with the same tendency to abide by old ways, and to write 
in forms a good deal behind the times. 

' For James the Fifth has some claims to he a poet. 

Maitland Club, Kdinbur(;h, 1830. 

Bannatyne Club, ICdinbur^h, 1831. Occasionally these peter out” 
into decasyllabics, but only by accident. 

^ Sir Graysteilf Rorwal attd Lillian^ etc., in Laiiig, or Ifazlitt. 



INTERCHAPTER III 

In all histories there are points or passages of the 
extremest real importance, on which, for this reason or for 
that, it is difficult to fix the attention of non-experts, 
while even experts are sometimes apt not quite fully to 
perceive the real nature of the importance itself. Such a 
point we have, in the opinion of the present writer, 
reached in our own case. On certain general facts about 
the literature of the fifteenth century, with that first 
quarter of the sixteenth which is by pretty common 
consent to be subsumed in it for Southern England, with 
an even larger extension for Scotland, there is not much 
dispute ; but there is a great deal on particular details. 
Here, as always and everywhere, the aim of the present 
book is rather to lay down what seems to the author a 
correct and catholic view of the facts, based upon and 
supported by those facts themselves, than to fight 
prizes ” after the fashion of thesis-writers. And it is only 
where it is absolutely necessary that he cares to exchange 
the trowel for the sword. Argument, indeed, is of very 
little use in these matters. To those who will not 
examine the actual facts it is always useless and may be 
misleading ; it ought to be superfluous to anybody who 
will examine them, though it may occasionally spare him 
a little trouble in way of guidance. 

The facts themselves may be best marshalled or 
manoeuvred in several different faces and formations. On 
the one hand we have that—at first sight seeming likely 
to produce only one result—of a genius of the highest, or 
all but the highest rank having just appeared, who has 
mustered and co-ordinated the literary resources of the 
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whole country, North as well as South, into a finished 
literary, or at least poetical, form, and has achieved the 
most admirable results from and in it. Further, the 
Chaucerian authority, and the Chaucerian accomplishment, 
meet with no challenge or rebellion from anybody. Even 
the political antagonism, never bitterer than at this time, 
between North and South Britain in their separate poli¬ 
tical conditions, has not the very slightest effect upon the 
general chorus of admiring disciplcship. This is avowed 
as heartily by the monk (he must 'have been a very odd 
monk) perhaps of Berwick as by the monk certainly 
of Bury, by the brother of the Douglas who fell at 
Flodden as well as by that forerunner of Mr. Anthony 
Trollope’s ne’er-do-weel Civil-Service clerk, who feasted 
and flirted at the Paul’s Head by Doctors’ Commons. 
The Renaissance idolatry of Virgil, the eighteenth-century 
respect of France for Racine and of England for Pope, 
were contested faiths, ill-established orthodoxies, in com¬ 
parison with the fifteenth-century admiration of Chaucer 
by all who wrote “ English ” in any of its forms. 

Let it be remembered, too, that at no point had 
Chaucer’s achievement been greater than in the depart¬ 
ment of prosody. He had indeed invented nothing, not 
even a special arrangement of metre. But he had per¬ 
formed, in regard to this also, his special function of 
strengthening, regularising, inspiriting, and polishing at 
once, to the very greatest possible extent. He had not, 
in his more original work, practised the old octosyllable 
much ; but he had shown how it could be at once kept 
in order and given due liberty—how it could free itself 
from the tags and chevilles which had beset it. He had 
caught up the decasyllabic couplet—a mere “ sport" or 
accident in previous English verse—and had established it, 
probably for all time, as one of the great staples, if not the 
great staple, of English poetry, with all fair licence of 
variety and extension, and with abundant examples both 
of its .self-contained and its overlapped divisions. In 
rhyme-royal he had given an admirable and, in a way, 
finally perfected stanza-form, with others only a little 
VOL. I U 
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inferior. But immense as was his achievement—Lycurgus 
of the laws of English poetry as he showed himself even 
thus far—he had done almost more by selecting and, as 
it Were, creating a poetic diction suitable for the forms 
which he practised and taught. Perfectly easy, and so 
perfectly capable of dignity or passion ; supporting and 
supported by the prosodic framework which it filled; 
co-ordinating the ragged, uncouth, unkempt dialects of 
his predecessors into a real standard English of poetry— 
this phraseology of his secured at once, kept till the 
circumstances to be dealt with presently antiquated it, and 
(after a century or so of ignorant undervaluation) has fully 
recovered, the admiration of every competent judge, and 
the affection of every real lover of poetry. 

Therefore, if in a prosodic Congress of the Nations holden 
in the year 1400, the English delegate had said, Quis me uno 
felicior est ? the self-conceit with which our country has so 
often been reproached would really have had some excuse. 

But it would have been punished as usual, and more 
than as usual. As we have seen, not one single known 
poet of real poetical value took up the work of Chaucer, 
for a hundred years and more, among Chaucer’s own 
immediate countrymen. But this was nothing. You 
cannot bottle up the winds of the spirit in bags for 
use when they are wanted, nor is there any law of entail 
in the land of poesy. But, and this is surprising, what is, 
to some extent at least, the most Icarnable and mechanical 
of the constituents of poetry fared as badly as the most 
ethereal and elusive. Here is Lydgate—a man of vast 
industry, endowed with nearly all the older culture of 
his time, a man of wits and wit, educated at the most 
famous universities abroad as well as at home, nay, a man 
who has some faint flashes of actual poetry now and then, 
—and he cannot be trusted to write three decent lines 
running, and people have to invent a morbid growth of 
verse ^ in order to get some method into his muddle. 

^ “ Lydgate’s disease ” we might feel inclined to call the broken-backed 
enneasyllable; but on the strict medical analogy of **Bright’s,” **Addison’s,” 
etc., we ought probably to prefer “Schick’s disease.” 
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Here is Occleve—rather a poor creature, but certainly 
not the inferior of scores and hundreds of very decent 
versifiers at other times—who is, on the whole, little 
better than Lydgate. Here is Hawes, who actually 
would be a poet if he could ever get the great ox off his 
tongue, and who cannot get it to budge more than an 
inch or so for his life. Here is Skelton, in many ways 
as bright a wit as Europe could show, a born man of 
letters, who is given up, if not quite exclusively, to 
bombast and doggerel by turns. 

Nor, as I have endeavoured to show by kicking at 
a rather less open door, is the practice of the Scottish 
poets exactly what might have been expected and hoped. 
By accident they include men of a more really poetical 
habit and diathesis than the English division supplies ; 
and, not quite by accident, they pursue the Chaucerian 
and anti-Chaucerian lessons in stanza, in pure or mixed 
alliteration, and in formal lyric, in a manner thoroughly 
satisfactory to the examiners. But — except in the 
popular forms, which are here not inferior in England— 
they give very few signs of promise and futurity. They 
invent no stanza like Spenser’s ; and correct, vigorous, 
effective, as their decasyllabics are, they, in a manner 
surprising in users of Northern speech, and betraying 
the almost scholastic and meticulous accuracy of 
the school, give no such development of the possi¬ 
bilities of equivalence in thii^ line as is given, hardly 
later than the time of the not quite latest of them, in 
England. 

In fact, what has been called the belated mediaevalism 
of the Scots gives us, in the language of Hebrew prophecy, 
a ” sign,” and a very valuable one, which we can turn back 
upon the lessons of the English division, and improve 
them withal, before coming even to a fuller and completer 
explanation of the paradox. 

The exploit of Chaucer was a mighty one: in some 
senses there is nothing like it in all literature. But from 
causes over which Chaucer himself had absolutely no 
control, it was to a very great extent a final and what 
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may be called a retrospective exploit. It did consum¬ 
mately—with such thoroughness and artistic perfection 
that it could not be better done, or done again at all— 
what English poets had been awkwardly striving to do 
for two hundred years. It got the blending of Teutonic 
and Latin matter and machinery into shape as thoroughly 
as was then possible. It laid the foundations of all 
future building, though, to a certain extent, there was 
to be building out^ as well as building ///, from its 
structure. 

But Chaucer could not possibly hav^e foreseen, or 
even if he could have foreseen have reckoned with, 
the effects of a linguistic change, which, though it was 
evidently beginning in his own day, was not fully accom¬ 
plished till a hundred and fifty years later, if quite then. 
What this change exactly was, what were its causes, how 
it proceeded, and what were its actual results, one w^ould 
have thought it one of the first businesses of especially 
linguistic students to tell us ; but I have never, in much 
searching, been able to discover any successful attempt 
on their part to do so, and I am not acquainted with very 
many or very strenuous attempts at all. They have 
indeed dealt copiously, if not always satisfactorily, with 
the greatest single instance or influence in this change,— 
the dropping of the valued final which by this time 
had become a mere archaic nuisance, representing the 
debris of twenty different forms, and possessing no longer 
any real grammatical value as a written thing, while it had 
clearly, even before 1400, begun to lose some of its value 
as a spoken one. 

It needs no elaborate study, and not much thought, to 
see that even this single point—the lopping off of the 
final syllable from a very large proportion of the words in 
the English vocabulary—must have had immense and very 
bewildering effects on the sound-values of the language. 
The mere loss of the actual syllable was the least of these, 
though it was considerable in itself; and by tempting poets 
sometimes to value the e and sometimes not, it introduced 
a grievous confusion and uncertainty, and a dangerous 
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temptation to play tricks.^ Nay, by sug'gesting^ the class 
of doublets ending in " hugy/* “ paly," etc., it actually 
created terms of specially “ poetic *’ diction, which have 
proved of doubtful benefit centuries after the circum¬ 
stances of their origin and excuse have disappeared, and 
have sometimes, as in " goody,” acquired special meanings 
of their own. But this, 1 say, was the least of the results. 
A word is a weight possessing extension, and sometimes 
very considerable extension, and if you lop off a certain 
part of it at one end, the equilibrium of the rest will be 
not a little affected. 

Now the equilibrium of words, and the relations of 
their different centres of gravity to each other, constitute 
the most important conditions precedent of prosody. 
The poet of the fifteenth century in Kngland was a 
gamester, who suddenly found the dice to which he was 
accustomed loaded in quite a new fashion ; an acrobat or 
conjurer, who found the proportions, the weights, the 
balances of his instruments all changed upon his hands. 

But this again was not all. Whether the vowel-pro¬ 
nunciation of English up to Chaucer’s time was so 
different from ours as some scholars hold is a point on 
which I have the profoundcst doubts. The complaints 
of the difficulty or impossibility of English pronunciation 
to foreigners are too early and too universal; and among 
the few facts which we have, as opposed to mere modern 
guess-work, most seem to me to bear the other way. But 
that a very great change of accentuation, word-production, 
tone, etc., did take place during the fifteenth century, the 
literary student can have no doubt, on the sure and certain 
testimony of literature itself, which cannot lie. Yet all 
beyond this is mist. We may guess (as it touches only 
a dioti^ not a hoii) that the disuse of French and Latin in 
Southern parts, as media of instruction and conversation, 
concentrated the vernacular clement, let it develop itself 
more freely and idiosyncratically. The same cau.ses did 

1 The nearest similar instance is in the optional suppression and expression 
of the preterite and participial ed\ but ns this involves no necessary or usual 
alteration of spelling, it does not come into exact parallel. 
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not operate to the same extent in Scots, if they acted at 
all ; and therefore we do not there perceive the same effect. 
But in England the unhappy poet was evidently under 
a second disability, perhaps as troublesome to him as the 
first, and complicating the uncertainty of absolute and 
relative syllabic value. Less things than these two might, 
and these themselves almost must, have brought about the 
apparent chaos that reigns in the work of such men as 
Lydgate and Hawes. 

As, however, we examine this chaos from a slightly 
different point of view, and take it in full connection with 
what follows, a suspicion may emerge that (as is often the 
case with chaos) it is not merely the ruin of something 
previous, but also the initiatory stage of something to 
come. There were capacities and capabilities in the 
substance of rhythmical English, when the reagent of 
metrical form was applied to it, which had not been 
developed by Chaucer, which Chaucer had not in the 
least attempted, or had attempted only in the least. He 
has equivalence, but he has it only in a limited degree. 
He has verses longer than the decasyllabic, but he makes 
very scanty use of them. He almost pointedly neglects 
the fourteener, and its “ resolved ” form, the half common- 
measure. He steers clear, or is carried clear, of the mighty 
possibilities of the anapaest. Now if we look at these 
things behind, and then turn our attention to the other 
things before—the “ tumbling verse,” the Tudor “ Poulter*s 
measure,” the apparently skimble-skamble long doggerel of 
the earlier plays—it will not be quite fantastic or gratuitous 
to conceive a certain striving, perhaps wholly, certainly in 
the main unconscious, towards some extension and emanci¬ 
pation of the staple line—an extension and emancipation 
of the nature and objects of which the writers have no 
clear idea. The amazing “ flounder ” of the worst stanzas 
of Hawes and Barclay becomes certainly less incompre¬ 
hensible, though not much less amazing, if we regard 
it as not merely a failure to produce good Chaucerian 
decasyllables, but an attempt—a failure likewise, but a 
less hopeless failure—^to produce something else. 
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And the likelihood of this state of ** travail ”—of 
embiyonic trouble and disturbance—becomes more likely 
still when we turn to those more agreeable and inspiring, 

* though much more anonymous and elusory attempts in 
ballad and lyric which have been also surveyed. Here 
the resolved fourteener, and the kindred extensions and 
resolutions, appear constantly; here not seldom the other 
tendency, not merely to use the anapaest as an occasional 
spurt and relief to the iambic line, but to make it the base 
of a newer, quicker measure, freer in its going and more 
capacious in its embrace. The relaxation of the deca- 
syllable itself had few good points and many bad ones, 
but it had a faint soul of goodness in it. And even the 
reaction to a very strict view which we shall see to some 
extent in actual practice, and to a much greater in critical 
principle, was, though again a rather bad thing in itself, 
beneficial, in so far as it prevented innovating licence from 
going too far, while the vocabulary and the vocalisation of 
the language were in an unsettled state. Better poets 
than Lydgate and Hawes might have been of doubtful 
service to English poetry in the same conditions. No 
poets in any condition or at any time could have been 
more useful, as few could be more delightful, than the un¬ 
known author of the Nut-broivn Maid and the disputed 
author of “ Back and side, go bare, go bare.” ’ 

The reproach, therefore, of the fifteenth century on the 
score of poetry, as it is generally put in literary histories, 
and by common fame, is mightily taken away, from our 
point of view, by the considerations here advanced—con¬ 
siderations which, so far as I am aware, have never been 
seriously marshalled and supported before. No fight is 
indeed possible, even from the purely prosodic side, for any 
of the regular literary poetry of England in the narrow 
sense ; the attempts which have been made, by and after 
the Germans,® to improve Lydgate*s position are but vain 

* “ The bounties of King Bacchus and of my Lady Venus,” as Prior 
Aymer has it, to their brother Apollo. 

^ Even Ten Brink, one of the most literary of them all, 6nds in Hawes 

**a decided talent for versification.” 
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things fondly invented, and grounded as a rule upon 
absence of ear, misuse of eye and finger, and lost labour 
of ingenuity and wit. The Scottish poets proper—though 
they have been but a little overpraised by those who 
have praised them most, and have been most harshly, if 
not most ignorantly also, treated by those who have 
praised them least—exhibit the defects of an at least 
partly artificial and merely literary poetic, sometimes 
really accomplished, not seldom really vigorous, but with 
a certain want of “ inevitableness ” which gives little hope 
for the future, and which had, as a matter of fact, very little 
future before it. And in both we find the specially 
prosodic drawback that a prosody, itself drawn rather 
from the actual practice of one consummate artist than 
from any extensive comparison or intelligent theory, was 
being applied in England to a language which was rapidly 
changing its substance and its form, in Scotland to one 
which was made, not grown. 

But when we turn to the great body of folk-song, 
ballad, religious and political verse, carol, tale, what not, 
the case is strangely altered. Nay, as happens not un¬ 
commonly, the very things which work mischief in the 
other departments work for good here. It is not that 
even here there is any large or constant proportion of 
pure imaginative poetic thought, or of accomplished poetic 
expression. The Nut-brown Maid and the great Carol 
on the Nativity have not many companions as wholes. 
But there is a good deal of scattered poetic quality even 
as it is ; and this is not the point. The point is that at 
this very time, in this veiy dead water and transition 
period of English poetry, the not disorderly freedom of 
English prosody, in w’hich it stands practically alone, was 
in a fashion wonderful, but by no means unnatural or 
unintelligible, actually established and secured. It may 
seem an enormous paradox, but is really not more than 
an admissible hyperbole, to say that it would have been 
unwise to barter these three generations of anonymous, 
unkempt, unartful, ** rakehelly rhymers ’* for a minor, or 
even a major, Chaucer in each. 
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For Chaucer’s work—great and estimable as it was 
from our special point of view as well as from the general 
one of poetic criticism—was done, did not want doing 
again, and might have been overdone. His task, as we 
have seen, was to regulate and modify and order these 
things, and he did it with consummate genius. But it 
was not his task—and we may even doubt whether it was 
the bent of his special genius—to develop the irregular side 
of English prosody, to give us the swing and sway of lyric, 
to utilise the elasticity and variety, while perfecting the 
harmony and melody, of trisyllabic equivalence. 

Now this in a humble, but all the more effectual way, 
tifos the task of the anonymous folk-singers. It is very 
possible—indeed, much more than possible—that they 
could not have written the severer and more regular 
measures if they would ; it is at least possible that they 
would not if they could ; it is certain that we ought to 
thank God and them for not doing so. Thanks to them 
—not merely to 

the spinsters and the knitters in the sun, 

not merely to the crooners of lullabies and the sighers of 
love ditties, not merely to the haunters of taverns and 
the mutterers of political lampoons, but to the very 
pious souls who mourned their sins and put up petitions 
or thanksgivings as the case might be — there was 
rooted and riveted the desire for, and the delight in, 
prosodic liberty. From the clear burning passion of 

For in my mind of all mankind, 
through the savage exultation of 

For Jack Nape’s soul Placebo and Dirig^e ! 
to the Bacchanalian ecstasy of 

I am so wrapt, and thoroughly lapt, in jolly good ale and old, 

and the plaintiveness of Eve’s 

Alas ! that ever the speech was spoken, 

the lesson is the same—a great, unceasing, unsilenceable 
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outcry of Nolumus leges Angliae mutari in the matter of 
syllabic equivalence. The ballad has been called, and the 
expression has been approved by good wits, " the life¬ 
buoy of Kngli.sh poetry.” Never were there more of 
these buoys afloat, and ready to help, than during this 
age-long shipwreck, as it might seem, of the harmony of 
English verse. 

It was fortunate,too, that the state of chaos prevented the 
formulation of any prosodic theory, until the freer rhythms 
were ineradicably established in the national ear and 
heart ; that it was Gascoigne in the late sixteenth century 
who, and then with a .sad and longing look backward, 
limited English feet in theory to the single iamb—not 
Lydgate or Occleve in the early fifteenth. Not everybody, 
perhaps, realises how constant the danger of this strange 
self-tyranny has been. For more than two hundred years 
it mastered the schools, if not exactly the courts, of the 
Muses with us ; it can be seen almost within the last 
generation ; I am not sure that it has not partisans even 
now. But in the very disorder, the very pie,” of the 
fifteenth century, order was taken against it, even though 
the disorder may be partly blamed for the critical reaction 
that followed. More than four-and-twenty blackbirds 
were baked in that pic : and ever since, when the pie has 
been opened, the birds begin to sing, and the delusion 
vanishes away. 




NOTE ON THE THREE PRECEDING BOOKS 

As we are now approaching what was long, and perhaps still to 
some extent is, regarded as the beginning of modern English 
poetry, it may be well to draw special attention to a point which 
ahects almost all that goes before—a point glanced at more than 
once, but not dealt with at length. In order to appreciate the 
theory of Feet which governs this book, it is necessary to recog¬ 
nise that the writer does not maintain that they were invariably, 
or even for the most part, present, as such, to the mind of the 
poet. They may have had a potential rather than an actual 
value: he may have scanned lines not as we scan them, yet in 
such a way as justifies our scansion. Since the comparative 
settlement of pronunciation, and the deliberate study of metre, 
such latent scansions are less probable; yet they still occur. 
And at this time they were not so much probable as certain. 
That they can be detected and systematised, from the standpoint 
of a general and horizontal survey of English poetry, is one of 
the main contentions of this book. They bind the earliest and 
the latest together in a community of slowly developing order : 
while accent- and beat-systems throw the whole into a ^rnere 
miscellany, if not into a mere mob. 
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CHAPTER I 


THE TURN OF THE TIDE—ITALIAN INFLUENCE 

Outline of subject—Specific quality, for the purpose, of Italian, and of 
the sonnet itself—Wyatt’s general effect—The English sonnet 
—In Wyatt—In Surrey—Other forms—“ Foulter’s measure” 
—Wyatt’s intertwisted decasyllables—Surrey’s other metres— 
His blank verse. 


The full and patient examination which has been given Outline of 
to the progress of English prosody hitherto, and the 
summaries which have been interspersed, should make 
it unnecessary to repeat, at this last fresh start in the 
present volume, what was the state of the matter circa 
1500-1525, and how it staggered. The influences which 
established it in a form, not merely stable, but capable of 
orderly and almost indefinite progression, arc clear enough, 
but their exact nature has not always been rightly con¬ 
ceived, and the relations of them still less. Nobody can 
fail to be struck with the differences—specially prosodic 
as well as generally poetical—between a poet of 1500 
and a poet of 1600; everybody may not understand 
to what and to whom these obvious differences are due. 


The causes, as I shall hope to show in the present book, arc, 
in the main, and always leaving room for the incalculable, 
^ three—Italian influence, classical influence, and the two 
as combined and reflected in Spenser. In the present 
chapter we shall deal with the first, and with its well- 
known exemplification in the work of Wyatt and Surrey. 


It would indeed be almost sufficient, though not quite Spedfic 
accurate, to substitute for the two words “Italian in- 
fluence ” the four “ influence of the sonnet," for it was Italian, 
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this powerful form which directly brought the influences 
of the language which had been its cradle, to bear. That 
the sonnet is a rather uncanny thing looked at from one 
point of view, an extraordinary “ windfall of the Muses ” 
looked at from another, most tolerably imaginative investi¬ 
gators of it have seen. We do not know at all whence 
or how it originally came: we can discern no really 
satisfactory reasons why fourteen lines should possess 
powers and capabilities which twelve and sixteen do not. 
It is rather a posteriori than a priori that we discern 
another pre-established harmony between itself and the 
language which fostered it, in the fact that Italian is the 
Pallas and the Aphrodite of modern tongues, in the already 
armed perfection with which it came into the w'orld. But 
we get a little nearer to real examination, and not to that 
mere statement of the facts in an explanatory form 
which is so common and so delusive, when we begin to 
examine its actual conditions, and to see in what way they 
fitted it to be a corrective of the formal, and of some¬ 
thing more than the formal, defects of English poetry. 

These defects, which English shared, to a certain 
extent, with other mediaeval verse, but which had been 
developed in it, owing to causes already laid bare, with 
exceptional severity, were looseness and disorderliness of 
metre, a clumsiness of diction now gaudy, now grotesque, 
an indistinctness and awkwardness of expression, and a 
desultory exuberance of treatment both in matter and 
thought Now on all these things the sonnet acted at 
once and directly, with an effect almost magical till the 
means of it are considered. Its form was extremely 
precise, and its comparatively small bulk and clear outline 
exposed any deformity at once and fatally. In order to 
produce its effect, striking and forcible or exquisite phraseo- , 
logy was necessary; there is nothing quite so null as an 
insignificant sonnet Further, to prevent this insignifi¬ 
cance there is almost necessarily required—and in all 
good Italian sonnets there is always present — some 
definite thought, feeling, picture, something that is not mere 
** meandering.” And, lastly, the small space checks that 
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meandering automatically. In the century or so of 
words, which is about the average of a sonnet's con* 
tents, the most barren thinker can hardly be tempted 
to admit, the laziest and loosest must be shamed into 
at least trying to exclude, clichis and expletives. To 
have something to say ; to say it under pretty strict limits 
of form and very strict ones of space ; to say it forcibly ; 
to say it beautifully: these are the four great require¬ 
ments of the poet in general; but they are never set so 
clearly, so imperatively, so urgently before any variety 
of poet as before the sonneteer. And there had been no 
generation of poets before whom they so urgently required 
setting as before the English poets of the fifteenth and , 

the very earliest sixteenth century. 

All this is illustrated almost as well by the short- Wyatt’s 
comings as by the succes.ses of the two remarkable poets effect, 
who heralded the Renaissance of English in poetry. That 
neither was a poet of absolutely the first class may be 
granted, otherwise they would have done more than they 
did ; that they would, in other circumstances, have been 
not so far off it, is pretty well proved by their doing so 
much. But the examination of their work, and especially 
of Wyatt’s, who is the pioneer and master, is extremely 
curious. We seem to be looking from afar at a man 
running or walking over a course beset with all sorts of 
visible stumbling-blocks and invisible snares, into which 
and over which he is perpetually stumbling and tumbling, 
yet picking himself up and pressing on towards the goal. 

When one comes to examine the matter, one finds that 
his adherence to his models has already almost saved him 
from one of the great sins of the English fifteenth century 
—the irregular and “ go-as-you-please ” line ; but that he 
has not escaped—that he has rather exaggerated—two 
other faults in order to lessen this. One of these is 
capricious, if not altogether antinomian, accentuation ; the 
other, uncertainty of rhyme, comes, as we .saw, from rhym¬ 
ing suffixed words sometimes on the suffix, and sometimes 
on the last syllable of the main word. There is, moreover, 
still an occasional tendency to use the final e (which has 
VOL. I X 
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evidently been quite discarded as a staff) as a crutch to help 
a lame line out; and there are the ugly coalescences of “the,” 
“ to,” etc., with a succeeding word beginning with a vowel.^ 
But it is of the first importance to observe that these 
surviving uglinesses are almost all traceable to that chaos 
of pronunciation which we have commented upon, and 
that most of them are committed out of a desire to make 
line and piece regular. The inharmonies of Lydgate and 
Occleve, of Hawes and Barclay, appear to be committed 
in sheer helpless ignorance of what harmony is, or of the 
means of attaining it—at the very best, in a muddled 
attempt to get some effect not clearly realised. But 
Wyatt knows what his ear wants, and not seldom attains 
it, though uncertainty in pronunciation and other things 
occasionally prevents him from doing so ; while, to antici¬ 
pate a little, his own efforts enable his immediate pupil 

* I may perha]>s be pardoned fur quoting; the scansion of Wyatt's first 
sonnet, with comment thereon; from my Short History of English Litera- 
turcy pp. 246, 247 :— 

The lonf^e | love that | in my | thought I | harb^ 

And in [ my heart | doth keep j his re|sideiice. 

Into I my face | presseth | with Ix>ld | prctencts; 

And there | caiiipetli | display ing his [ Iiann^r : 

Slie that j me learns | to love and to I siifTcr, 

And wills j that my | trust and | lust's* neg|ligcnce 
lie roinjed by reajson, slinmc, | and rev|erence. 

With Ids | hardljncss tak|d‘.s dis| pleasure, 

Wherewith | love to [ the hart's * fo|rest he | f1c6th, 
leaving | lus eniterprisc j with pain | and cry. 

Ami thcic I him hi|deth and | not s\p|pcarfith. | 

What may j I do? | when my | master | feareth, 
but in { the field | with him | to hve [ and die. 

For good I IS th6 j life | end)ing faithfully. 

In one line, as w'c see alx>ve, he is dsiven to make “takes” a dissyllable, 
and to put an entirely non-naturni quantification upon “hardiness,” and 
“displeasure,” which should simply change places in a nonsense verse. 
More sur{>rising perhaps—for this liberty of stress is frequent in Chaucer, and 
continues to Spenser and even to Shakespeare— is the mistiness which seems 
to beset him in the matter of rhyme. It is clear that the first, third, and 
fourth rhymes of the sestet are on the ?tA only, yet he cannot resist the 
double rhyme “feareth” and “appeareth,’’ though it not merely conflicts 
with the single rhyme of “ fleeth,” but itself introduces a quite false rhythm 
into the lines, making them in effect feminine-rhymed nine-syllable lines, and 
not decasyllabics at alt. 

* Printed in Tottel *• luste's '* and “ harte’s," but I do not think any metrical 
value was meant to be given to the e. fLonge in 1. i is diflerent, and may 
have been meant. But in that case it will introduce a new fault in the rhyme.} 
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Surrey to do far better, and his not distant pupil Sack- 
ville to do wonderfully. 

In regard to the sonnet, the chief achievement of both The EngUab 
Wyatt and Surrey, I must take leave to be modestly per- 
emptory, and not in the least apologetic, on one main point. 

Both, though not wholly or exclusively, incline to the 
form of sonnet which concludes with a couplet—the 
" English ” form, as it might perhaps best be called—the 
“ Shakespearian ” form as it is usually called in opposition 
to the “ Petrarchian.” * Considering the English poetry 
and the poets that we have in this form, to speak of it 
with bated breath seems to me purely foolish ; and I 
must add that to speak of it as “ incorrect,” " licentious,” 
etc., seems to me purely impudent. These epithets may 
apply to the form in Italian. 1 am not in the least con¬ 
cerned with that.^ But to use them in English is simply 
to fall into “ the gainsaying of Core," into the error 
of Guest when he rated Milton himself for writing 


the cherub Conjteniplation, 


and Shakespeare for writing 

Is noble 'I'imon. 


Dead 


In English, by the grace of God and the Muses, the poetry 
makes the rules, not the rules the poetry ; and this par¬ 
ticular form of sonnet is justified ten thousand times over 
by its works. 

At the same time it is by no means certain that 
accident, as in most cases, or even error, as in some, had 
not something to do with the discovery of the English 
sonnet. By a really curious coincidence, the length in lines 
of the individual sonnet is exactly equivalent to that of a 

* “Petrarchian,” not “Petrarchan,” as .some have it. To begin with, 
Milton, who is something of an authority, writes “ Petrarchian. ’ !n the second 
place, if people want to write English, “ Petrarch ” is the poet’s name, and 
“ Petrarchian” is, axxording to all analogy, its adjective. In the third, if they 
want to write Italian, his name is “ Petrarca,’’ without any A, and its 
adjective is “ Petrarcan.” 

* Petrarch himself, and a greater than Petrarch, Dante, who both use it, 
may settle with the objectors—if they like. I fear I know how Dutte at 
least would have conducted the settlement. 
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couple of the stanzas which for more than a hundred years 
had been the favourite vehicle of serious English poetry— 
In Wyatt, the rhyme-royal. More than one of Wyatt’s sonnets 
actually falls into a pair of quasi rhyme-royal stanzas,^ or, 
at least, into two septets of rhyme-royal character. And 
this would necessarily give the couplet conclusion. But 
men with the Italian, or even the French, patterns before 
them, possessing at the same time such ears as Wyatt and 
Surrey must have possessed, could not fail to perceive 
that this arrangement is wrong—that, unless very rarely 
practised and very carefully concealed, it “ breaks the 
back ” of the sonnet, destroys its unity, and provides no 
such rush and recoil of the wave as is given by the octave 
and sestet, or even, in the commonest English model, by 
the more daring distribution of douzain and couplet. 

Accordingly, in the great majority of Wyatt’s sonnets, 
although the rhymes of the first septet may terminate in 
rhyme-royal fashion, we find that the sense does not con¬ 
clude there, but requires at least the eighth to complete it, 
and sometimes more. This necessarily introduces a new 
brand and cadence of symphonic character; and instead 
of the single effect of the rhyme-royal, with its couplet 
conclusion and stop, we get two quatrains, equally balanced, 
with the outside and the inside lines rhyming. Complete 
these with a third quatrain of the same kind and a couplet, 
and you have the quatorzain, already possessing the full 
wave-effect of advance and retirement. Surrey, on the 
other hand, has from the beginning (and from Wyatt) 
In Surreyt learnt this secret. The sheer double rhyme-royal effect 
is, I think, nowhere to be actually found in him, even 
where there is a distinct break at the seventh line. The 
structure, by rhyme and otherwise, of the second half pre¬ 
vents mere “ splitting,” and the intricacy and symphony 
of the sonnet are always tolerably preserved. 

Now the importance of this is difficult to exaggerate. 
There had been, in earlier English poetry, many stanzas 
of very great length and complexity—Chaucer himself 

^ In the first half especially: with rh3nne twisted to abbaacc\ but dis¬ 
tinctly a septet. See examples at end of chapter. 
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had used them up to the dizain. But they had seldom 
or never acquired complete symphonic effect; they were 
merely loose congeries of lines, or of small stanzas 
braced together. Hardly beyond rhyme-royal itself, with 
a few exceptions for the octave, had this symphonic effect 
been attained. But even had it been, the sonnet was a 
new symphony, carrying with it, in the process of its 
imitative formation, the echoes of a language itself the 
most purely musical in Europe, and admirably calculated 
to serve as an alterative to English. You could not 
attain this music by the wooden .stumping of the Lydgatian 
prosody; you could not attain it with the uncertain and 
chaotic syllable-values of the Lydgatian pronunciation. 

These things had to become new, and they became new ; 
not yet in a state of perfection—that could not be expected 
—but in a state of most marvellous improvement. 

But though the sonnet was, with one possible excep- Other forms, 
tion, infinitely the most important innovation of the pair, 
it was far from being the only one. They found in 
Italian, or perhaps in French,’ numerous other forms which 
also they tried to introduce, and in all these forms the 
same desideratum of music presented itself. It was of 
great moment that so many of these poems and forms 
were short —madrigals, epigrams, single sixains or octaves, 
rondeaux, songs with or without a tendency to the re¬ 
frain—“ trifles,” as they arc called, of all sorts. Of very 
particular value are Wyatt’s r*efrain-pieces such as that 
given below.® The value of the refrain has been more 
than once commented on already as furnishing a string of 
connection, fortification, and harmonising in the piece. 

*, I do not think it necessary to enter into this question. Probably both 
languages, the Italian at first, and the French (which was improving itself from 
the Italian) at second hand, exercised " the Italian influence.” 

® Forget not yet the tried intent 
Of such a truth as I have meant. 

My great travail, so gladly spent. 

Forget not yet ! 

Forget not yet when first Ijcgan 
The weary life ye know, since whan 
The suit the service none tell can— 

Forget not yet! 




* Poulter's 
measure." 
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Never was such a string more required than when Wyatt 
wrote; and the value of it, exemplified in a hundred folk- 
pieces of merit, and often serving, even in the Lydgatian 
twilight, to give some gleam to more regular poetry, 
was abundantly recognised afterwards. For these trifles 
had at any rate this of not trivial about them, that 
they absolutely demanded an effort at least at point. 
Now the warmest champion of mediaeval, and the stoutest 
apologist of fifteenth-century, poetry must admit that 
absence of point—presence of a verbiage at worst .intoler¬ 
able, and in all but the best examples too often afflict¬ 
ing—was perhaps their very greatest fault. And all 
these new models helped men at least to attempt to get 
out of it. 

One of the forms which both Wyatt and Surrey prac¬ 
tised, and which they made, or helped to make, exceedingly 
and rather disastrously popular with the generation im¬ 
mediately succeeding them, was not Italian at all. It was 
the celebrated “ poulter’s measure,” * or couplet of Alex¬ 
andrine and fourtcener, with only a single rhyme for the 
whole. This may be regarded from several points of 
view as to its nature and origin ; but the simplest and 
most natural is that which takes it as a modified ballad 
quatrain re-reduced to long instead of short lines, regular¬ 
ising the licence of six for eight in the first hemistich, 
cutting down the requirement of rhyme to the very 
lowest possible terms, and rejecting the presence of tri¬ 
syllabic equivalence. 

For this particular mercy it is rather difficult at the 

• From the varying numtjers of a nominal “ dozen ” of eggs. Hot cross 
buns, I think, have (in worthy cases) preserved latest the generous fourteen 
to the dozen. Thirteci} was pretty common, and this, I believe, holds, against 
the author and in favour of the retailer, in the case of b(x>ks. A more recon* 
dite origin of the ** poulter’s’’ might make it a concordat between the sixes 
and eights which we saw fighting early (see Api^endix). For an example : 

So feeble is the thread that doth the burden stay 
Of my poor life in heavy light that falleth in decay— 

That but it have elsewhere some aid or some succohrs 
The running spindle of my fate anon shall end his coarse. 

But oht / jam satis begins to make itself heard whenever one bq;ins to 
quote this measure. Still, we may return to it 
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present day to be truly thankful; but it is not so difficult 
to perceive why, for a time, it received so much patronage. 
The jog-trot of it—the butterwoman’s rank to market— 
could not fail to be, and was soon, found out. But, on the 
other hand, the measure, for all its shortcoming, does get 
up a sort of semi-lyrical variety. It did not overtask the 
rhymer, and people were beginning to be troubled in their 
souls about rhyme ; it confined itself to common time, and 
people were beginning to think (as Gascoigne, himself re¬ 
gretting the fact, laid it down thirty or forty years later) 
that common time was the only time in modern English 
poetry. Most of all, perhaps, it served as a sort of bridge 
and compromise between literary and popular verse. 
However all this may be, it did actually become one of 
the most popular of metres with English versifiers for the 
whole centre-half of the sixteenth century, and even 
longer. 

Far more satisfactory, and with an increasing dose of 
satisfaction as we pass from one to the other, are Wyatt’s 
intertwined decasyllabics and Surrey’s blank verses. 
For the first are a very important and really germinal, 
though in themselves mistaken and insufficient, attempt 
at the new metring of certain special kinds of poetry, 
and the second arc the admitted origins of one of the 
very greatest prosodic vehicles in our history. The best 
name for the metre of the remarkable poems which 
Wyatt addressed to John Poins and Sir Francis Brian is 
probably interlaced heroic couplets. It is usual to print 
them continuously, and that any other arrangement could 
hardly be satisfactory will be apparent from the example 
given below.* 

1 

* It will be seen that they could Ije arranged as sixains, isolated by the 
even rhymes, and keyed on to each other by the ax yet unrliynied fifth line 
ending. Or they may be classed as simply ierza rima, unskiirnlly written. 
One is certainly taken from Alamanni. But Wyatt has not got the ierza 
movement at all. Indeed quatrains suggest themselves, and quintets, and 
almost anything. 

Mine own John Poins, since ye delight to know 
The causes why that hotnewevd I me dmu, 

And flee the press of courts where so they go 
Rather than to live thrall under the awe 


Wyatt’s 

intertwisted 

decasyllables. 
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All these poems are in a manner satires, and Wyatt 
seems to have wanted for them a metre which should 
combine the “ go ” of riding rhyme with a certain 
amount of stanza reverberation. But two things about 
the pieces are most curious. One is that in them he, 
probably in consequence of a deliberate notion that 
satiric verse may or must be rough, lapses into much 
more inharmonious lines than he allows himself elsewhere. 
The other is that this rather elaborately, though also 
rather promiscuously, rhymed system has more the effect 
of blank verse than of any rhyme whatever. The 
composition is by paragraphs rather than stanzas, and the 
paragraphs are articulated by full stops in the middle of 
the lines after a fashion which earlier poets had rarely 
allowed themselves. Wyatt, however, for all his Italian 
studies, did not adventure blank verse pure and simple. 
Surrey did. 

Surrey’s other Kor though the younger poet constantly exhibits the 
■ discipleship which, indeed, he makes not the slightest 
effort to conceal, he has, as has been said, learnt from 
his master more than that master himself had learnt. 
His sonnets are not merely more workmanlike in sheer 
arrangement, but they are better phrased, more con¬ 
centrated in general ordonnance, and, consequently, more 
musical. His poulter’s measure has less of the dot-and- 
go - one about it. His interlaced couplets or tercets 
or sixains (see above) are much less rough. And his 
other metres are very interesting—in particular his 
quatrains of eights, though they content themselves with 
alternate rhyme, already possess something of that in- 

Of lordly looks, wrapped within my cloke ; 

To will and lust learning to set a law— 

It is not that because I scome or mockc 

The power of them whom Fortune here hath lent 

Charge over us, of right to strike the stroke ; 

Hut true it is, that I have always meant 
Less to esteem them than the common sort 
Of outward things that judge in their intent 
Without regard what inward doth resort. 

Wc shall see attempts in this measure from the present piece to Mono; but 
^ successes will be rather to seek than to see in them. 
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effable seventeenth-century music which in the seventeenth 
century itself animates this form, and still more that with 
enclosed rhyme eU^bay as well as the common measure. 
And some of his other experiments are very happy. The 
sixain of eights, though capable of great prettiness, 
sometimes coasts too nearly that triviality which is con¬ 
terminous with prettiness. But a seven-lined stanza, 
where a common measure quatrain leads to a triplet of 
two eights and a ten, has great charm, while his pure 
sixes have a mote-like gracility. The interlaced eights 
which he constructs on the principles of Wyatt’s deca¬ 
syllabics are open to the same objections which fall on 
these, but I think less so.^ 


* Here arc some examples :— 

'f'hc fire it cannot frtH'Zc, 

Kor it is not his kiinl ; 

Nor true love cannot l«'se 
The Constance of tiie numl. 

Yet as soon shall the fiie 
Want lu^t to blaze and l>nni. 

As 1 from such desire 
Have once a tfiou^ht to turn. 

The trochee at the beginning of line five is the s<iri of thing which shows 
at once the advance of the prosody anrl the a])incss of the prosodist. 

As oft .as I liehold and si-c 

The sovereign Ijeauty that me Ixiund, 

'rile m[gh]er iny comfort is to me, 

Alas ! the fresher is my uoun<l. 

As dame doth c|uench by rage of fire. 

And running streams consume by rain, 

.So doth the sight that 1 desire 
Appca.se my grief and deadly p;iin. 


Alas I how oft 111 dreams 1 see 
Those eyes that were my food ; 

Which sometimes so delighted me 
That yet they do me good— 

Wherewith I wake with his retuin 
Whose absent dame did make me bum ; 

But when i tind the lack, Lord ! how 1 mourn! 

This assortment of line-lengths is very agreeable. ** Poutier’s ” need 
hardly be given, though Surrey’.s are alxnit the Irest of them. For sonnet an<l 
blank verse I cannot, I think, improve on the selections I made long i^o in 
my Elisabethan Literatur* :— 
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His blank 
verse. 


But these prosodic achievements of Surrey’s, as we 
look back on them, dwindle almost into insignificance. 
Wyatt had given us the sonnet, and had experimented in 
the small madrigal pieces; and if Surrey had not given 
the additional polish to these, no doubt somebody else 
would. But, once more, Wyatt had not attempted blank 
verse, and Surrey did attempt it. 

It would, of course, be gratuitous futility to argue 
that, as a matter of fact, Surrey did not take this pattern 
also from the Italians, who were then the only nation and 


1 never saw my lady lay apfirt 

Her cornet black, in cold nor yet in heat, 

Sith first she knew niv grief was grown so great; 
Which other fancies driveth from my heart. 

That to myself 1 do the thought reserve. 

The which unwarcs did wound my woeful breast. 
But on her face mine eyes moughi never rest 
Yet, since she knew 1 did her lo\e, and serve 
Her golden tresses clad alway with black. 

Her smiling looks that hid[cs| thti.s evermore 
And that re<>trams which I desire so sore. 

So doth this cornet govern me, alack ! 

In summer sun, in winter's breath, a frost 
Whereby the lights of her fair looks 1 lost. * 


It was the(ii) night; the sound and quiet sleep 
Had through the earth the weary liodies caught, 
'I'he woods, the niging seas, were fallen to rest. 
When that the stars had half their cuur.se declined. 
The fields whist: beasts and fowls of divers hue. 
And what so that in the broad lakes remained, 

C)r yet among the bushy thicks of briar, 

I.Aid down to sleep by silence of the night, 

’< ran swage their cares, mindless of travails past. 
Not so the spirit of this Pbcnici.-ui. 

Unhappy she thitt on no sler p could chance, 

Nor yet night's rest enter in eye oi breast. 

Her cares rerloublc : love doth rise and rage again, 
And overflows with swelling storms of wrath. 


* .\s printed exactly in both first and second editions this sonnet is evi¬ 
dently corrupt, and the vari.ations between the two arc additional evidence of 
this. I have ventured to change “hid" to “hides" in line lo. and to alter the 
punctuation in line 13. If the reader takes “that" in line 5 as=“$o that,” 
“that” in line 10 as=“which” (i.e. “black"), and “that” in line ii with 
“which,” be will now, I think, find it intelligible. Line 13 is usually printed : 

“ In summer, sun ; in winter’s breath, a frost.” 


Now no one would compare a black silk hood to the sun, and a reference to line 
3 will show the real meaning. The hood is a frost which lasts through summer 
and winter alike. 
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language in Europe that had made considerable attempts 
at it. But it is not so futile as perhaps some may think, 
to point out that imitation of the Italians was by no 
means necessary^ and that an independent experiment 
is by no means unthinkable. In the first place, the 
famous, or should be famous, arrangements of blank 
verse imbedded in the beginning of Chaucer’s Tale of 
Melibee may be an accident, but they certainly are a 
very curious accident.* In the second, though some old 
remarks on Piers Plowman and its metre are oddly 
mistaken, there remains the fact that, in Surrey’s time, a 
large and not unpopular body of English verse which was 
unrhymed did exist, and that some of it was not very 
much farther from actual metrical arrangement, even in 
decasyllable, than some of the rhymed verse. But the 
third and strongest argument for an at least partly 
independent experiment, which may have been encouraged 
by Italian, but did not necessarily start from it, is to be 
found in the vast, if rather vague, contemporary striving 
to get rid of rhyme altogether as a barbarous mcdisevalism, 
and to fall back upon unassisted metrical arrangement in 
the manner of the ancients. Still, all this is speculation, 
though not uninteresting speculation. The fact of Surrey’s 
blank verse translation of the second ^incid abides. 

It has been said above that, as we look back, the 
importance of this almost dwarfs any other achievement 
of Surrey’s, and it is true ; ,but that importance is due 
much more to the glasses through which we look than to 
the actual object. For those glasses are Milton and 
Shakespeare, or, rather, the whole body of dramatic and 

• ^ A young man called Mclibeus mighty and rich [liegnt] 

Upon his wife, which called was I^rudence, 

A daughter which that called was Sophie. 

[Upon] a day befcl that he for his disport 
Is Wfmt into the field^s him to play. 

His wif and eke his daughter hath he left, etc. 

There are more; and it will be seen that ** Ijegat ” and ** upon ” can be 

got into blank verse measure with other dispositions. So also 
* 

And many a song and many a lecherous lay 
in the palinode at the end of the Parson^s Tale. Nor these alone. 
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non-dramatic achievement in unrhymed decasyllables—an 
achievement which contains some of the very greatest 
things in English or any poetry, and which constitutes per¬ 
haps the most unique and distinguishing crown of English 
poetry itself. Here is the germ of that mighty tree; 
here the infant that was to grow into the demi-god. 

The infant itself has at least sufficient of the heroic 
signs of infancy, and it has the swaddling clothes of an at 
least gigantic future. Perhaps the first characteristic 
which strikes the reader, and the last that remains with 
him, is the extreme and, were it not for the obvious allow¬ 
ance, the almost distressing stiffness of the versification. 
This stiffness, which continues at least till Marlowe, and 
was not entirely taken off even by him, or by Peele, or 
by anybody till Shakespeare, is a very natural and almost 
inevitable result of the fact of “ blank ” verse. Deprived 
of his usual crutches, or at least staves, of rhyme and 
stanza, the poet goes with the utmost deliberation, and 
is bent upon nothing so much as upon securing ten 
syllables or five feet in each line. He cannot help a sort 
of paviour’s expectoration of relief when he gets to the 
end of it; or if that be too conceited, he thinks it safer 
to make the sense finish off where the sound breaks. It 
is not that he is afraid of metrical and grammatical over¬ 
lapping ; on the contrary there are frequent examples of it. 
But he seldom manages to avoid arranging the individual 
line so that it might end in sense as well as in sound 
with itself, and he still seldomer acquires the peculiar 
cadence which, so to speak, “ shoots the bridge ” at the 
end—which knits one line to the next. The verse, to 
transfer the old Greek terms for composition, is strung, 
not twisted; each line is a separate bead on the string.' 

^ It has occurred to me that the remarks on p. 308 perhaps need illus¬ 
tration. 1 therefore append a sonnet of Wyatt’s to compare with Surrey’s 
above, p. 314. Wyatt’s falls into two septets with so clear a cleavage 
that Chalmers actually prints it as such. Surrey's has a couplet rhyme at 
six and seven, but does not suggest cleavage :— 

Was never file yet half so well yhl^, « 

To file a file for any smith’s intent. 

As I was made a filing instrument. 

To frame other, while yet I Vi-as beguiled. 




CHAP. I 


ITALIAN INFLUENCE 


317 


But Reason, lo ! hath at my folly smil6d, 

And pardoned me since that I me repent 
Of my past years and of my time misspent. 

For youth led me, and falsehood me misguided, 
Yet this trust I have of great Apparence, 

Since that deceit is aye returnable. 

Of very force it is agreeable. 

That therewithal t>e done the recompense : 
Then guile beguilM plain6d should be never. 
And the reward is little trust for ever. 
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Twofold 
direction 
of this. 


THE TURN OF THE TIDE—CLASSICAL INFLUENCE' 

Twofold direction of this—Fseudo-classical “versing”— 

Metrical study. 

To the inherent ancestral and substantive influences, the 
origin and progress of which has formed the matter of 
this volume, and to the powerful new stimulus of Italian 
models, there has to be added a new reagency, incalculably 
great in its volume and variety, and, by reason of its 
incalculableness, specially liable to be miscalculated—the 
influence of the classics under the new system of more 
or less scholarly study. The results of this influence 
take two forms, very intimately connected, and both 
concerning us, but still, for our purposes, better kept apart 
as much as may be. First, the result in actual verse- 
making, whether in the classical forms or not; secondly, 
the results in critical study of verse-making, whether in 
the classical forms or not. The second it will be better 
to postpone for reasons elsewhere stated; the first we 
may deal with here. But the importance of the division 
which has just been observed, in speaking of each of 
them, goes crosswise or inversely. 

The fact simply is, postponing full enquiries into the 
reason of it, that classical scansion, as regards metres^ not 
feet^ and attempted in special reference to the hexameter 
and elegiac measures, is, has always been, always must be, 

* The length of this chapter is in directly and purposely inverse ratio to 
the importance of the subject. I hope that not a page of the entire work 
has faileil, or will fail, to bring that importance home. But see the Inter- 
chapter following this Book, and also the note opposite. 

3*8 



CHAP. II 


CLASSICAL INFLUENCE 


319 


a failure and an absurdity in English. That it has been 
—that it is at this moment—^an infirmity of noble minds, 
is true, but quite irrelevant. Such minds have never been 
proof against amentia and dementia of various sorts. 

We shall note the cases as they occur. But what is 
interesting here is that the failure, the reasons of it, 
the temptations to it, and so forth, arc obvious from the 
very first. 

No matter what examples * we take—the lumbering Pseudo- 
distich (its faults practically admitted by its citcr and ?.'^rsUig 
praiser Ascham) of Bishop Watson, which serves as 
the original sin in this kind ; the methodical madnesses 
of Stanyhurst; the probably half-intentional grotesques 
of Harvey ; the antiphysic contortions of such an All- 
Master of English harmonies as Spenser himself—the 
plague-mark stares us in the face—the hopeless flaw in 
the instrument dins us in the ears—at once, and un¬ 
mistakably. These men were too honestly innocent—^and 
perhaps English prosody in their days was too tentatively 
uncertain—for it to be possible for them to disguise the 
metre as later writers, especially Kingsley, have disguised 
it, and to make it a beautiful thing, but not dactylic or 
even hexametrical at all: they really did “ expose its 
cui bono in all its naked deformity.” “ 

* All travellers do gladly report great praise of Ulysses, 

For that he knew many men’s manners and saw many cities, 

Watson, ap. Asch. Schoolmaster^ p. 73, ed. Arhcr, 

But the Queene in meane while rafks (juandare deepe anguisht. 

Her wound feil by Venus, with firebayt snioldred is hooked: 

Thee wights doughtye manhood, lengd with gentilytyc nobil. 

His woord.s fitiye placed, with his heunly ]>hisnoniye plca.sing, 

March throgli her hert mustring, al in her breste deepelye she printeth. 

Stanyhurst, Ain. iv. 1-5, ed. Arber, p. 94. 

’ What might I call this tree ? A Laurel I ? bonny I.aurcll. 

Needes to thy bowes will I bow this knee and vayle my bf>netto. 

Harvey in letter to Spenser, i'Jiz. Crii. 

Essay^^ ed, Gregory Smith, i. 106, 

See yee the blindefolded pretie god, that feathered archer 
Of lovers miseries which maketh his bloodic game. 

Spenser in letter to Harvey, ibid. i. 99. 

^ For this reason it would be unfair, as well as premature, to examine the 
whole subject of the English hexameter here. The proper time and place 
for such an examination will be when we have surveyed the attempts of 
niiieteenth-ceatury writers. 
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But thereby, and in addition, they exhibited other 
j, things of the greatest moment to us. In the 6rst place, 

their proceeding was a confession unmistakable—and 
indeed self-confessed, though in details it was mightily 
mistaken—of the staggering state of English prosody, of 
the sense of that state, and of the desire to amend it 
There is no need to add to what has been said already in 
the last book as to the fact of the staggers, and very little 
(all important as the point is) need be said as to the prima 
facie means of restoring equilibrium which classical metres 
seemed to offer. Our verse appeared to “ go as it pleased,” 
with the result that it hardly “ went ” at all, and certainly 
did not go to the pleasure of anybody with an ear. 
Classical or at least Latin verse (for to Greek, which had 
really the better prescriptions for them, they did not pay 
so much attention) “went” to admiration, and according 
to very strict rules. What more natural, what therefore 
more excusable in a way, than the idea that, if you trans¬ 
planted the rule.s, they would bear the same fruit in 
the new ground ? 

Metrical study. They did not; and by that marvellous “ Fortune of 
England ” which has been so often noted in and out of 
politics, the fact was found out, in actual experiment, by 
one who was not only among the very greatest of English 
poets generally, but one of the very greatest of English 
poets on the formal side. It is at least possible that 
Spenser might not have been what he most assuredly is, 
the founder of modern English prosody and modem 
English poetic diction alike, if he had not gone through 
this “ distemper.” It is at any rate certain that he went 
through it, and that after going through it he refounded 
English poetry. Putting aside, however, for the moment 
this effect of the study and practice of clas.sical metres as a 
“Rule of False,” it—and to a still larger extent, and in a less 
dangerous and adulterated fashion, the frank study of the 
classics in and for themselves—could not but have a great 
and beneficial influence on English prosody as well as on 
every other department, phase, and condition of English 
literature. For if there was one thing that such study 
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adopting the wrong theory (as it seems to me) of quantity, insists 
that “mother” cannot be a trochee—I myself (though it is 
Spenser who is the delinquent in his “ versing ” days) am 
prepared to say that it cannot, except in the most extraordinary 
circumstances, become an iamb or a spondee—if anybody says 
that “ quantity ” itself cannot be a cretic as well as a dactyl, I have 
nothing more to say. I simply have no need of the pyrrhichian 
hypothesis. 

Of the iamb and trochee it were superfluous to speak at length, 
for everybody, who has not a special prize to fight, admits the 
former as the ruling constituent of English verse, and the latter 
as an important and most valuable alternative, 'fhose who deny, 
deny on the previous question, on one of those theories of the con¬ 
stitutive principles of “ longs ” and “ shorts ” with which, as 1 have 
said from the beginning, I decline to have anything whatever to 
do. It is enough for me that their own terminology, transposed 
into mine by the justest equivalence, becomes simple “iamb” 
and “ trochee ” after all. 

With the spondee it is a little different. It has been <lenied 
admission, not merely on the a priori and (juite untenable 
ground that two accents cannot come togctlicr, but on alleged 
evidence of a less arbitrary kind. For myself 1 do not think 
that it is, especially in Early English, a very frequent foot; but I 
am quite sure that it exists, in ordinary pronunciation, outside of 
verse, and that it has been utilised, in verse itself and for verse 
purposes, by unquestioned authorities. In our special period, 
however, it is certainly not common. Even Spenser, whose slow 
and often solemn music might, it seems, specially invite its aid, is 
not lavish of it, though nobody can open, say, the Four IJymns^ 
without finding examples enough to show its existence. 

It is, however, with the trisyllabic feet that there may be most 
difficulty. The tribrach is a well-knovfn bone of contention. I am 
certain that it has existed in English de facto^ as it always might 
have de jure^ since the sixteenth century, though it was probably 
not till the nineteenth that it was much used deliberately. I do 
not think that in the time of this volume it is often (if it is ever) 
to be found. And why? There is no difficulty in answering 
that question. The tribrach is the crowning secret, the ifotte de 
Jisuite^ of the blank-verseman ; and blank verse in our time was 
only beginning, and was practised with the gingerly correctness 
of beginners. In decasyllabic stanzas all trisyllabic feet are, as 
has been said, things to be used sparingly, lest they upset the 
symphony. The octosyllabic couplet is too unsubstantial a 
structure to spare one of its main supports, the long syllables: 
while the ballad measure absolutely requires them (though it is 
VOL. 1 2D 
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not unsubstantial or fragile at all) for other reasons. It has had 
them from the first: they were bone of its bone in the fourteener, 
its father, and the old alliterative stave, its grandfather or great- 
grandfather. And it wants them : they are the springs with 
which it makes its efforts, and the spring-boards on which it 
takes its leaps and flights. But the blank-verse decasyllabic, and 
the decasyllabic couplet, are at once full enough of resources in 
themselves, and (admirably as they c-an combine) independent 
enough of their neighbours, to stand the resolution of a single, or 
even more than a single, one of their joints into a lighter and 
livelier constituent. 

The tribrach’s opposite, the molossus or three-long foot, does 
not come in with us at all. Even in classical prosody it was 
very little used in verse—it is in fact practically a quadrisyllable 
foot, and would, in English, break up if attempted. 

'I’he anapiest, on the other hand, is, with the iamb, the foot- 
of-all-work of English prosody. It makes its appearance as soon 
as trisyllabic equivalence is allowed, that is to say, practically at 
once. It is omnipresent in metre—almost every English foot of its 
length is actually, constructively, or colourably an anapsest. It 
substitutes itself quietly for the trochee as giving the dominating 
rhythm to the revived alliterative. And, as we have seen, and 
shall see over and over again, it actually disputes (in quite a 
friendly way) the position of base-foot with the iamb in some of 
the commonest and not the least attractive of English metrical 
schemes. \V'hile I, at least, have no doubt that it plays Jacob to 
the dactyl’s Esau in nearly all tolerable English hexameters and 
not a few other schemes. 

But the dactyl itself? Here certainly is a rub. An extremely 
large number of individual English words seem to be dactyls of 
the most unimpeachable kind, not merely such as suddenly ” or 
“carpenter” (that old crux!), but “ Margaret,” “carcanet,” 
“trumpery,” hundreds of others as genuine as you shall find in 
searching your gradus from morn to eve. Yet Campion him¬ 
self notoriously doubted about the English dactyl as a constituent 
of metre. I have, for my humble part, no doubt about it at all. 
Do what it will, can, and may, it always, in continuous English 
verse, finds itself “ tipping up ” and becoming anapaestic with 
anacrusis.^ I do not know why ; and though it would not cost 
me five minutes to turn the statement of the fact into a jargonish 
explanation thereof on principles very popular to-day, 1 decline 
to do anything of the kind. The English language is made so, 

* 0|ver the mount[ain aloft | ran a rush | and a roll j and a roarjing. 

Kingsley's Andromeda. 

And evreywlierc where the line is a good line. 
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and I accept the fact. At most by a tour dt fotxe^ and in 
.small doses, the dactyl can evade its doom. 

Of all the others there is only one that requires discussion. 
That no English feet with two long syllables—crctic, bacchic, 
antibacchic—exist, I am sure; the supposed necessity of them is 
only due either to a mistaken division,^ or to a fresh exhibition 
of the same mistake about common syllables which was noticed 
under “pyrrhic.” But the amphibrach cannot be c|uite so 
cavalierly dismissed. Here there is no prima facie disqualification 
on the law just laid down, for there are not two long syllables in 
it. And it constantly “ appears to appear ” in actual use. Even 
at this early period I have had the opf>ortunity (and the honesty) 
to specify some of these appearances, and I shall endeavour to 
keep up the practice, even unto Byron’s 

The black liands } came over, 
and to Mr. Browning’s 

^ — Vi^ w 

How j my hearl leaps | but hearts, :\f|ler leaps, ache. 

The fact i.s that the amphibrach is a clever foot, but I do not 
(in English) believe in the amphibrach. 'I’he only safe and 
])hilosophical rule in prosody, as in other things, i.s not to multiply 
your entities beyond necessity; and I do not believe that the 
amphibrach (much less the antibac'chic w'hich some would use 
in these cases) is ever necessary. Here also the anapaest—that 
Abra of English, w-ho comes when you call her rival, and is ready 
before even that rival is called—is etiual to the occasion. Every 
apparently amphibrachic line and phrase in English can be, 1 
believe, and should be, scanned anapaistically, with or without 
anacru.sis, or even with the ordinary substitution. 

And so this will leave us with the iamb and the anapaest for 
constant use, the trochee for frequent, the .spondee and the 
tribrach for less frequent but by no means sparing, and tin; dactyl 
in a sort of questionable position on the threshohl, not quite 
ghostly. 'Twill serve, and something more than serve, when we 
remember that Gascoigne would have left us with tlie iamb alone, 
and Bysshe with the iamb, plus the anapjest “kept in the 
scullery ” like Cinderella. 

* Thus Moorr’s “ shijning oti ] .shi;iiitig on,” which annoyed Guest so much, 
is neither a pair of l>ad anapivsts nor a pair of good cretic-, but four fret, two 
of them Tnonosyllabic. 
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KNr.I.ISH METRICS-1 300-1 6oo 

There may appear to be something suixjrfluous, or even un¬ 
reasonable, in the title and matter of this Appendix. The whole 
volume, so far as its writer could and would, has been a history 
of English metres, plus those measures which are not metrical, 
or not wholly metrical. “ Why add anything,” it may be said, 
“ except as a confession of insufficiency ? ” 

I add it partly for the same reason for which I have added all 
the others—in order to take new points of grouping and summary- 
view ; partly for another and specific purpose, which may be dealt 
with first. 

It must have been noticed—I have drawn attention to the fact 
myself more than once or twice—that little attention has been paid 
to the supposed or possible origin of particular metres, in so far 
as that origin is to be found in parallel examples from other 
languages. This has been done deliberately. I am well aware 
that you may find something very like the fifteencr-fourteener in 
Greek from one point of view, and in early l^tin from another as 
well as the same. I have been perfectly familiar for very many 
years with the multiple examples in Old French, which the poets of 
our earliest time must or may have had l^efore them. I am not 
so familiar with Provencal, but I could discover or verify origins 
there with little trouble. And so with others. Only, is the 
affiliation worth making ? Is it even a just affiliation at all ? I 
do not think it is even the first, except as an interesting but, for 
my special purpose, superfluous pastime. I have said that every 
language has the prosody it deserves; and so has every family of 
languages, using family not in the bare scientific sense, but in the 
sense in which members of a family show resemblances of manner 
with, and borrow tricks and phrases from, each other. If apparent 
imitation and derivation are to have such weight, how are we to 
account for the things that were not imitated and derived? Not 
only were the twelfth and thirteenth centuries thoroughly familiar 
with the I.Atin hexameter and elegiac, but they actually produced, 
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as all mediaeval scholars know, vast quantities of them, sometimes 
by no means despicable, even from the classical standpoint. Why 
were these not imitated in the vernacular? Again, French, 
the other great study, had produced, and was producing, millions 
of Alexandrines. Why is the continuous Alexandrine one of the 
rarest things in English literature? 

No! no! We imitate in prosody (as in other things, but 
much more than in other things) only what we are beforehand 
disposed and qualified to produce without imitation. It is 
suggestion at most that these foreign or ancient patterns give ; 
the English matter develops itself la grtice Dieu in the English 
way. A comparative history of Euroj>ean or 1 ndo-(lerinanic (or, 
as that is old, whatever is the latest catchword) Prosody might not 
be uninteresting ; but I do not feel any call to write it, more 
particularly as I know somebody who could write it much better. 
One may glance in that direction now and then, but the glance 
is enough. 

So, too, I feel no temptation to enumerate, classify, and 
schedule every possible combination of feet and lines, or every 
actual instance of the kind. 'I’he first task is clearly endless, (^uest 
allowed 1296 varieties of his “verse of five accents” aloqe ; add 
the possibilities of the others, and cumulate them with permuta¬ 
tions of the lines in stanzas, and it requires no great depth in 
arithmetic to see that you will get into billions and more. 
As for the actual forms, Dr. Schipper’s unhasting, unresting 
diligence has not exhausted them. It is, in fact, critically as well 
as arithmetically, impossible. 

There are, however, certain prevalent and pre-eminent forms 
which, though they have been pretty fully dealt with at intervals, and 
by their most remarkable examples, in the text, may retjuire a few 
words to summarise their position during the period. These* are 
the octosyllabic couplet; the “ fourteener ” and its resolutions; 
the Romance-six or rime coule ; the deca.syllabic couplet; the 
larger stanzas, from rhyme-royal to Spenserian ; and, at our time, 
on an at least possibly different footing from these, but still 
important, the anapaestic dimeter. Blank verse is in its infancy, 
and others are hardly that. 

The octosyllabic couplet is the oldest complete metrical form 
that we find in English, and has held ground with comparatively 
little alteration to the present day, from the time of I..ayamon 
certainly in the strict form, and of Genesis and Exodus certainly 
(with earlier possibilities) in the equivalenced, but in the latter 
case with long intermissions. Its extreme simplicity and (up to 
a certain point) ease, on the one hand; the immense body of 
it in the French materials of translation, on the other, had 
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no doubt much to do with this. But I have always regarded it 
myself, from its presence in I.ayamon, and from the nature of the 
case, as being really a resolution into metre of the old alliterative 
couplet, and so an alternative to the fourteener itself. Between 
the two I should put the definite /iAeener of Orm, which may be 
as well taken for a catalectic variety of the couplet as for a hyper- 
catalcctic variety of the long verse, and which certainly seems to 
me to have different cadence^ though it may not have a different 
number of syllables, from the hypercataleciic lines of Robert of 
Gloucester, or even those of the Moral Ode. I can imagine a 
man saying to himself (only that 1 must once more warn the 
reader that I do not believe any one consciously said it), “I.et 
us get this old alliterated stuff into some metrical fnrm,” and 
doing it, in some such a thing as these cou])lels, of which he had 
read so many in French romances and in T^tin hymns. 

But 1 can also imagine himself saying to himself in the same 
unconscious manner, ‘‘Could we not vary this monotony a little? 
Does not the old line show a slight tendency to shorten itself in 
its second half, and will not this make an agreeable variety ? 
And do I not, moreover, see something like it in those hymns 
they sing, where the minor line aids or is aided by the music to 
make an agreeable .sort of feminine partner to the major?” 
And then he goes and does it: he produces the fourteener or 
half ballad-metre line. When he has done this for some time he 
notices the tendency to split up, and thinks another rhyme would 
be prettier still, and he goes and does that too. I no more 
believe that all this was deliberately thought of than I believe that 
a baby thinks, “ If I oj>en my mouth, somebody will {>erha}^ put 
something into it ”; but I believe the process is fairly analogical. 
And if anybody says, “ What have we to do with your imaginations 
and beliefs ? ” I reply, “ Nothing ; but you have a great deal to 
do with Layamon and with the Moral Poety 

The history, however, of these two first products of the im¬ 
position of mould on matter was very different. When the 
octosyllable had taken its two great forms of equivalence and 
unequivalence, there was nothing much more to do with it than 
to polish it, and develop its not very numerous or various varieties. 
Chaucer and Gower did this in their different ways for the 
stricter form, probably to the extent which the capacities of 
Middle English permitted, while hardly any one of real poetic 
genius (except Spenser in passing) attempted the looser. The 
further possibilities of both lie before us, and are not for treat¬ 
ment here. 

But the fourteener, of which even more has been said in the 
text, had much more fermenting power in it, and was to pass 
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through numerous and remarkable stages, even in these four 
hundred years, leaving plenty for the future as well. As a single 
and solid form it acquired finish, without losing vigour, constantly, 
from its first extensive utterance by Robert of (.*loucester to that 
hardy vying by Chapman with the hexameter of Homer itself, to 
which we have almost come, and to the less apparently rash, but 
really more impossible, challenge of Virgil and Ovid by Thaer 
and Golding in an earlier generation, to which we have come 
actually. It fused itself into the ball.ad-ineire and the poulter’s 
measure. It “sprouted'’ something that was more “shady” 
than “ a boon ” for the simple sheeji of the fifteenth and early 
sixteenth centuries, in the shape of the longer doggerel. And 
in a moment we shall have to consider it, not exactly as in 
competition with the decasyllabic and the anapaestic dimeter, but 
as in a sort of inextricable embrace with them, and even with 
the equivalenccd octosyllable itself. 

The Romance-six or rime couee has also been pretty fully dealt 
with. Although it probably, with the octosyllable, is the vehicle 
of most longer Middle English poems in metre, it is not really a 
very good vehicle for such purposes, though often very beautiful 
“ simple of itself,” or in composition for shorter pieces, or as a 
change. It is as much liable to sing-song as the couplet or the 
common measure themselves, though not quite so much perhaps 
as the “ poulter’s ” ; and while it breaks the rhythm of thought and 
imagery, as all stan/as more or less do, it has not room and verge 
enough to “vignette” single features sufficiently.^ 

C)f the decasyllabic, coupleted or single, there is again little to 
be said in addition to the remarks that have been made on its 
sporadic appearance before Chaucer, (jn its thorough regimenting 
by Chaucer, on its disorganisation in the hands of his followers, 
on the painful efforts made to bring it back to order by Wyatt 
and Surrey, on its complete or nearly complete reorganisation by 
Spenser for rhymed forms, and on its something more than 
improvement for unrhymed ones by the Marlowe group. Spenser 
did with it what he pleased, as the fraction, or rather member, 
of a stanza, and little less as a demi - coujdet (his only 
“ blanks,” 7 >ide supra^ are but curiosities). But his use of it, with 
that of the dramatists, was quite sufficient to start the all- 
important practice of the two forms by the poets of the seven¬ 
teenth century. In fact, as I have said, Chaucer had given 
quite sufficient indication of its powers, both for stopped and 
enjambed couplet, with the language at his command. 

* It is fair to say that, except when DunlKir twk U for the ‘' Seven Deadly Sins,” 
it was not very lucky. Chaucer laughed at it. Its practitionet j (except Chej>tt:r) 
had not much poetry in them as a rule, though you may find good bit.s in most 
romances, .save Torrent of Portugal, and one or two more. 
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Of the larger stanzas, rhyme-royal in Chaucer’s hands and 
the Spenserian in those of its creator, with the examples of the 
former by Sackville and Spenser again, left for successors a bare 
]^ossibility of equalling—none of excelling. Between them the 
octave in its various forms had, in the hands of the two masters, 
given admirable work, and, in those of others, some occasional 
felicities. Rut I confess that it seems to me always something 
of a foreigner in English—a foreigner naturalised, welcome, 
bringing his good things with him, and adding to the national 
wealth, but still not absolutely autochthonous or even “ old- 
landed.” Perhaps it is for this reason that it lends itself so 
admirably to burlesque. It is at any rate noteworthy—and it 
comes in as a support to my theory as to the limited effects of 
mere imitation—that Chaucer, and still more Spenser, with the 
vast amount of Italian o//at>a before them, used this actual form 
so little. Further, it may be desirable to add to what has been 
said before on the S])cnscrian, that I do not think its character¬ 
istics can be satisfactorily accounted for by considering the octave 
alone in any form— Monk's Tnle or other—or by comparing the 
arrangement of Spenser’s own Amorettiy in its octave, or in any 
such way. It is tvfn)fM.a n Mouruv —a thing of itself born whole 
and complete—after floating suggestings, perhaps, from every¬ 
thing below it— Cuckoo and Nightingale quintet, sixain, rhyme- 
royal and other septets, octaves of all sorts — but essentially 
horriy not made to pattern. 

The most difficult, though at the same time the most interest¬ 
ing, of all the skeins into which we have to wind our scattered 
threads, is the last. There are, in every part of our period I 
think, in the last part of it beyond all doubt, a very large number 
of lines, and a not small number of complete pieces, as to the 
prosodic designation of which, and not merely that (for as I have 
shown above it is often a mere “matter of account”), but as to 
their radical and basic constituents, there may i>e serious 
questions. I have indicated this, without exactly attempting to 
discuss it, repeatedly in connection with the broken - down 
decasyllabics of the Chaucerians, with the ballad-metre, with the 
various doggerel-s, with the metre of Spenser’s February, etc., and 
lastly, with the anapzestic dimeter, which sometimes separates 
itself, with absolute clearness to the ear, from the others, and 
sometimes lurks among them, or changes places with them, in a 
somewhat bewildering manner. I'here exists on this verse, and 
its possible relations with the Spanish arte mayor, a prosodic 
monograph,^ already mentioned, and one of the most remark- 

* Analogies betioeen English and Spanish Verse {Ar/e Mayor). By W, P. 
Ker (Philological'Socicty’s Transactions, 1898-99). 
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able with which 1 am acquainted; so to it I refer readers 
who are anxious to acquaint themselves with the comparative 
part of the subject. It is not out of keeping with my theories 
that, in most countries, the settling down of the more fantastic 
and irregular verse of the Middle Ages, under the influence of 
the regular and classical models of the Renaissance, should have 
caused an eflrer\'cscence of this kind. I should, however—while 
admitting, as I have already admitted, the scuffle which takes 
place between all the metres that I have enumerated above, and 
admitting further (as 1 have said in the text) that in the worst 
times people really did not kno\r exactly at what metre they were 
aiming—maintain that, on the whole*, determination towards a 
fresh classification is visible. Perhaps the clearing up was 
helped by music; perhaps not.‘ But, judging by ear, I have no 
doubt that .Spenser’s metre,^ though heavily and unduly anapeesteti^ 
is not anaptBstic but iambic in basis, and that the development of 
the pure anapaest, as in the metre of Tusser, though it may trace 
some suggestion to 

Fnmus rt niulier ct slillicidiii, 

with ■ that change from dactyl to anapxst w'hich has been 
noted on “ Feet ”—though wc may find scattered examjjlcs of 
something like it from the I.ewes poem to 'Tusser himself—is a 
new thing. And, anticipating a little, 1 should say also that its 
popular employment during the seventeenth century was a quite 
natural result, by reaction, of the stiffening of the literary metres 
in octosyllable and decasyllabic alike, by development, in relation 
to their “ enjambed ” varieties. Hut of this hereafter.* 

' The pointed mention of tunes in :iU but the earlic.st NlisceUanies is for it. 

In the crucial part of ‘‘The Oak and the Brere," that is to say. In the 
Ciirlier part of February, and in most of May and September, the anap.'K.stie basis 
can hardly Ijc denied, though there are nut merely scattered octosyllables and 
decasyllabics, but solid blocks of both. 

* In the "hereafter,” too, it may be pos.sibIe. if readers really desire it, to 
devote an Appendix to a brief survey of the older metres in other tongues which 
are referred to above. 
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PAUSE IN ENGLISH-I2OO-160O 

Pause in English, like alliteration, is of two kinds, which w*e will 
not call the false and the true, but might justly call the rudi¬ 
mentary and the accomplished. Rudimentary pause—pause at 
or near the middle of the line -shows itself, in fact is dominant, 
in Anglo-Saxon ; and not merely Cluest, but some people who 
are (piite imi)atient at oven hearing of Guest, would like to keep 
it, if not dominant, yet in a position approaching dominance. 
It is a natural and useful assistance in communicating some 
prosodic eflect—in serving as prosodic go-cart to the infant. But 
go-carts are not only superfluous when people can use their limbs, 
they are a very considerable hindrance to that use. Accom¬ 
plished pause has nothing necessarily to do with the middle ; 
though it may have been suggested by the other. 

We might even go so far as to say that it is treating Anglo-Saxon 
very unfairly to speak of the middle line of demarcation (which is 
so marked in both senses that it was the flrst thing actually to 
suggest that there rvas Anglo-Saxon poetry) as a pause at all. It is 
really a line-sc]mration, and ceased to have any reason of existence 
when the long verse-chains of our “ grandam gold ” broke them¬ 
selves up. There are, of course, other pauses, in the sections of 
these chains, which better deserve the name, but we need take no 
keep of them here. 

To adopt our usual scheme, the ideal “poet of 1200”—im¬ 
possible but useful eidolon !—had this sharp division before him ; 
and he must evidently have endeavoured to maintain it in the 
nearest equivalents of the old line, while in shorter forms the line 
construction did this for him. In regard to these shorter lines 
themselves, he had Latin with definite caesuras which might 
not, and French with definite caesuras which could not, escape 
him. But he also had the quality of English—that quality 
of which the late Mr. Lowell used to say, when people were 
impertinent enough to ask him where he got his good diction 
and accent— 
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I gat it in my mitber's waiiic. 

Where ye'll get never none ! 

Latin may have wanted the settled ca?stira, or have borrowed 
it simplit'iter from Greek ; J»'rench certainly wants it, owing to its 
atony^ though, in the octosyllable, even French gave it up ere 
long. English docs not; ami not needing the stick merely to 
support itself, it can use that stick to beat time with, and to 
describe pleasant forms in the air. If we turn up our inestimable 
Layamon we shall find that, in his numerous rhyming couplets, he 
does not trouble himself about middle ciesura at all. The Owl 
and the Ni}:[htinsale man has them often., but often also not. He 
of the Cursor Aluudi (1 have just taken down a volume and 
dipped in all directions to make sure) is eijually nonchalant; so 
that Guest really need not have been so hard on Milton. The 
romancers are rather more careful, as one might cxiJcct from men 
who are actually translating French ; and Chaucer and Gower 
prefer the middle, though the former does not scruple to overrun 
it, and Gower does so sometimes. 

The superstition of the strict or rudimentary middle ]>au.sc, 
therefore, can hardly be said to prevail during our jieriod in the 
octosyllable, and that of the tetrcmimcral caesura in the deca¬ 
syllabic could not, for the first half of it. We observed that it 
had come in for jiractice with blind Harry in Scots; and we 
know that Gascoigne had got it in his head before our jicriod 
ceases, though with indulgence as to rhyme-ioyal. On the other 
hand, we can hardly expect, and wc do not find, that the 
accomplished pause has many devotees. It could not, with the 
exceptions of the 'I'wo Masters ; and even they, as they never 
used blank verse (<ra.c. car.), had no opportunity to try it where its 
powers arc greatest and its aid most required. 

Chaucer, of course, makes real gse of the pause—a ** pause- 
chart ” of any page of the Canterbury Tales would show a right 
cunning and agreeable xigzag of tallies—but he is rather apt to 
provide a kind of compensation-[>ause, as well, in the regular place. 
It w-as characteristic of him to do so, and the language was 
hardly yet rich enough to give him Shakespeare’s chances. But 
his practice in rhyme-royal established that salutary “ Hands off! ” 
to the arbitrary law which Gascoigne transmits to u.s, and itself 
transmitted to Sackville the art of running the real pause of sense 
and voice beyond, or short of, the fourth syllabic, even when you 
actually let a word end with this. 

But Spenser, here also, has gone the farthest. 'Fhe couplets 
of Mother Hubberd are a good study for this purpose; the 
miscellaneous stanzas and the two great Odes likewise. But, as I 
think 1 have already said, the management of the pause, in the 
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Spenserian itself, was one of the greatest secrets, or rather devices, 
of his art. The pause • curves, or crevasse - zigzags, of any 
succession of Spenserian stanzas, will show almost better than 
anything else why it is that the individual stanza is never 
monotonous, and yet the whole is perfectly symphonied. 

When Shakespeare and Milton had divined this, and had 
applied it to the blank-verse paragraph, there was little more for 
English prosody to do in a certain direction. Hut the great reign 
of Pause—the period when it can show itself anywhere in the 
line, or withdraw itself therefrom altogether, when it is the very 
magician’s wand of the poet—is, excei>t in Spenser, and even in 
him, hardly with us so far. 
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RHYM]£-1 200-1600 

The question of the origin of Kliyme, and of its history previous 
to its appearance in English, is one of those—in the other sense 
previous—to which we do not pay much attention here. Except 
for the attraction referred to in the famous phrase, “The beauty 
of it is that you never ca// find it out,” there is indeed little 
reason why any one should trouble himself on the first point, for 
there is no available evidence. Rhyme occurs sporadically in 
many languages at many times : regularly perhaps in no European 
language at any time until the Dark or Early Middle Ages. The 
Jofts in the latter case has been much discussed. There used to 
be a tendency to think it (jicnnan, but it is now almost enough 
to say that we have no very early rhymed Teutonic: verse,' and 
that the Teutonic verse which most nearly concerns this 
particular enquiry is conspicuously, and obstinately, unrhymed. 
A claim, as usual, has since been set up for Celtic ; but the most 
liberal of competent Cclticists agree, I believe, that the oldest 
rhymed Celtic poetry that we actually have—that in Irish— 
and probably does, derive its rhyme from l^tin. With this last, 
therefore, we are left, but preferably with its middle and lower 
forms, when the old Italic elements, deriving some occult re¬ 
inforcement from the “ barbarian ” novelties, with which in so 
many different shapes they were confronted, broke through the 
spell of superinduced Greek metrification. As for the considera¬ 
tion of “ the natural tendency of the ear to be pleased with the 
recurrence of the same sound,” etc. etc., the lover of such formulas 
may frame and follow them as fast and as far as he pleases, 
unhindered, if also unheeded, by me. 

What we have to do with here is the appearance of rhyme t/t 
Sngitsk poetry proper. Of its appearance, which is mainly a 
non-appearance, in that older English poetry with which we do 
not here specially deal, something has been said in the text. It 

^ Unless anybody believes in “Herman—sla lenmaii,*' etc., in which case I 
am bis very humble servant. 
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is enough to repeat here that our typical “poet of 1200/’ 
supposing him to have had a complete library of Anglo-Saxon 
verse before him, would, if the proportions and phenomena 
followed those of the shelf-ful that we still possess, have found 
very few examples of rhyme at all, and those few either un¬ 
important, like the scraps in the Chronicle, or “palpable-gross” 
imitations and exaggerations like the Rhyming Poem. On the 
other hand, the poet of 1300, looking at contemporary English 
poetry, would, unless he came across some of the lost (and 
probably mythical) intermediate ancestors of the Alliterative 
Revival, find it all rhymed, with less or more elaboration. 

The lesson of these two facts should be unmistakable, but 
the phenomena between them may deserve a little examination. 
Putting together the no-rhyme in Orm, the intermittent rhyme 
in Layamon, the snatches and patches of it in the Godric 
fragments, the Canute poem, the /^rotvrfis 0/ Alfred^ etc., we see 
a determination towards it, though perhaps less in the North than 
in the South. And I cannot see any way out of the conclusion 
that this determination was due, partly to the influence of the 
I^tin hymns, partly to that of French poetry, which had itself 
abandoned assonance for rhyme. Guest’s remark about no 
nation having ever adopted accentual scansion without also 
accepting rhyme, though there is a certain amount of truth in it, 
or rather though it has a certain amount of connection with 
truth, is unlucky.* For Old English, the scansion of which was 
purely accentual, managed to do without rhyme for hundreds of 
years certainly, and probably for hundreds more before these; 
while Middle English adopted rhyme at precisely the same 
moment as that at which it ceased to scan by accentuation merely, 
and aciiuired a system of foot- or space-correspondence. It might 
be safer to put it that a language with a large number of common 
syllables, or one in which the quantity of syllables is most 
frequently determined pro hac vice^ finds rhyme a great con¬ 
venience at least. In French, where there is practically no 
quantity at all, rhyme has proved not a convenience but a 
necessity. 

For the earliest ages of English poetry, however, it seemed as 
if it were, and were to be, neither the one nor the other. Anglo- 
Saxon, until its latest stages, is practically “rhyme-proof,” and 
even when those latest stages are reached, such a thing as the 
famous Rhyming Poem, whether imitated from Norse or not, is 
an exception which proves the rule in the strictly vernacular as 
well as the corrected and more learned sense. The exaggeration 

^ I have admitted above that he may have been thinkinff merely of *'head- 
rhvme.” r.**. *'«tf/-rhyme.“’ 
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of the thing shows how unfamiliar and exotic it is : the decoration 
is worn, as the savage wears civilised hnery, with a clumsy and 
tasteless extravagance. No particular good—indeed little good 
at all—would come of such a thing as this, though traces of the 
same influence may be found in later matters such as the 

Bullock sterteth, buckc vcrtelh, 

of Sumer is icuraen in,” with its (juickly and smartly redoubled 
internal rhyme. 

Very different—very much more wholesome—and of far 
greater interest and promise, is the reappearance of rhyme in 
Layamon, with the corresponding phenomena in the l*t'trvert>s of 
Alfred, and even to a small extent in the (ludric fragments, 
'fhat the French practice in the octosyllabic couplet has more 
than a great deal to do with it, is as certain as a similar con¬ 
nection between Scandinavian practice and the R/tymaig J\fem 
is probable. Hut this, while it adds a little to the extraneous 
interest, does not in the least detract from the genuine and 
intrinsic importance of the symptom. So, too, as has been pointed 
out in the text, with regard to the irregularity of the appearance 
of the couplet itself from the ]ioint of view ot metre, the iiregu- 
larity of the appearance of rhyme is of immense value from the 
point of view of rhyme itself. Here is no unnatural dead-lift, 
but a steady nisus, now attaining, now failing, but sure to attain 
in time. Here is no freak, no accident, but a real symptom, 
invaluable for diagnosis and prognosis alike. 'I'hc very fact that 
the rhyming words are the simplest and most familiar, not the 
far-fetched eccentricities—almost voces nihlli in some cases it 
seems—of the Rhyminf^ Poem, is one of the most striking and 
one of the best of these symptom.s. For these form an obvious 
nucleus —the rhyming dictionary will never lose them, and will 
certainly add to them. Whereas' outlandish nesses like those 
of the Rhyming Poem, or those far later alliterations of (lavin 
Douglas’s in the Eighth Prologue, have no vital, no exemplary 
power, and merely indicate the spasms of false birth or of 
approaching and real death. Nothing can be falser than the 
notion, actually if not explicitly encouraged by (luest, and more 
or less countenanced by those who, if not whole-heartedly, follow 
him, that true rhyme, as an incident of the “ rhythm of the 
foreigner,” had a denationalising and denaturalising influence on 
English prosody. Two remarkable facts disprove this notion, of 
themselves and completely. 'Fhe first is the fact that the freer 
and more strictly English octosyllabics, and the fourteeners of 
Robert and the others, admit rhyme just as gladly as the more 
Gallicised movements—seem, indeed, specially to rejoice in 
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it, and use its pivoting and “spring-board” facilities as the 
means to ballad-metre and other intensely English things. The 
other, more temporary and merely curious, but very curious and 
historically all-important, is the fact that resuscitated alliteration, 
as we have seen, cannot resist the charms of rhyme, and succumbs 
to them. A singular thing, surely, if the legitimate wife should 
thus make friends with the adulteress ! 

The varieties and incidents of Rhyme during our four 
centuries are numerous and interesting. Rhyme-schemes of par¬ 
ticular poets would, indeed, be of little use unless we had those 
poets’ own MSS., and would be, in the main, little more than 
curiosities then, except in a case like Chaucer’s. A general view 
is less likely to err, and more profitable. We find, of course, 
that the use of the stock easy obvious rhymes just referred to 
becomes rather a danger, especially in the case of the octosyllable, 
where rhymes are so frequently needed. We find also, as a 
matter of course, that this same temptation encourages in the 
feebler versers—and sometimes not only in them—the use not 
merely of words of meaning like “ king,” “ thing,” “ brother,” 
“other,” “wife,” “life,” etc., but of words which have no real 
meaning at all—of the abominable expletives “ sikerly,” “vera- 
ment,” and the like. The yet further temptations to eclectic 
or positively tormented accent, to confusion of suffix-rhyming 
and rhyming on main syllables, etc., have been already dwelt 
on. And we have seen how the internal rhyme, the double 
rhyme, and other sub-varieties, have already presented their 
aid to the poet, and how he has sometimes profited by them, 
and sometimes used them to his hurt and their abuse. In fact, 
the decadence of rhyme, in the Time of Staggers, is almost as' 
remarkable as the decadence of rhythm, and shows the intimate 
connection between the two in poetry. 

On the other, and better, hand, nothing shows this same con¬ 
nection and its happy effect on poetry itself better than the 
revival of rhyme-effect to some extent in Wyatt and Surrey 
(much affected as they still are by the disease), to more in Sack- 
ville and the better Elizabethan primitives, to most in Spenser. 
From being at worst a series of irregular detonations, at best a 
sort of type-writer bell announcing that a certain number of 
words or syllables have gone before. Rhyme recovers, and more 
than recovers, its proper place as Moderatress of Harmony within 
line and line-group, and as bestovrer of wonderful additional 
graces from without, that fill the air around and about the 
syllabic structure. Sackville especially shows himself a great 
rhyme-master in his single scheme; but here also Spenser easily 
keeps his place, not in a single scheme, but in many. His fixed 
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idea that rhyme must be perfect, to the eye as well as to the ear, 
does not always imjjrovc the look of the verse; and has no 
doubt increased the popular notion as to the eccentric and 
almost rococo character of his diction. Yet this very idea i.s, in 
its way, a counsel of rhyming perfection. Rhythm and rhyme 
are so thoroughly married in the Faerie Queene that the marriage 
is indissoluble—the rhythm seems t«» be wholly prepared for the 
rhyme, the rhyme to carry out exactly, and add exactly what 
i.s wanted by, the rhythm. 'There is plenty to conic still—the 
miraculous rhyme-conjuring of the jilaywright songsters and minor 
Caroline lyrists ; the audacious inasti.iy with which Milton casts 
a ihyinc to the W'inds, sure that they will bring it back to him at 
the right moment; even the less poetical and more rhetorical 
cunning of the stopped heroic couplet, and the mazes of the 
enjambed one, not to speak of things later still. Hut we are 
here principally concerned w'ith the fact that, throughout all changes 
of time and language—in siiite of tlie .Mlilerativc Rebellion, in 
spite of the deliquescence, almost, of pronunciatitjii, in spite, 
finally, of the extraordinary paralogisms based, in our latest times, 
on the practice of the classical ijoetries—Rhyme holds licr own, 
holds it easily, constantly, in spite alike of the strength of soipe 
of her foes (for Rangland i.s not exactly a Jack Straw) and the 
weakne.ss of not a few of her servants and praciititmers. ICven 
Blank Verse—the new apparent rival of which we have .said 
something, but not much will turn out to be no rival at all, only 
an auxiliary differently armed, and fitted to subdue countries 
where Rhyme is less at ease and less at home. 
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VOWKVMUSIC- 1 200-1600 

Tm-: above title introduces a separate though short Appendix 
here, because, though there is not very much to be said on it in 
the present volume, I wish to make these appendices more or 
less uniform, and there should be a great deal to be said under 
it later. Nor is the matter one for complete silence here. 

I mean by “ vowel-music " that special charm of jioetry which, 
w'ithout exactly attemj)ting the old prosaic “suiting of the sound 
to the sense ’’—the r to the dog and the .v to the snake, and so on 
—attempts to add a sort of musical accompaniment, in poetical, 
not musical, music, to the sense, and to the mere lexicon-sounds 
themselves. 'This music is almost prodigally and excessively 
lavished in Italian, so that its i>romiscuity makes it, save in the 
hands of the greatest poets, all but valueless as a distinction. 
It is perhaps rarest in French of all languages ancient and 
modern.' It is at its absolute perfection in Clreek ; very great in 
I.atin (especially Low Latin) and Spanish.- In the Teutonic 
tongues, at least in English, it can vie with flreck at its best, but 
is often vilely neglected or w/jrplayed. From Spenser and 
Shakespeare downwards all the great poets have used it, and no 
doubt consciously; but its period of constant and deliberate 
emijloyment, by [joets in general, hardly dates farther back than 
Keats, one of the shells of w'hose special murex it was. 

In our time we cannot expect very much of it because of the 
experimental and imperfect state of the language. There is 
relatively much more, and positively much, in Anglo-Saxon, which 

* That is, in modern French ; it is abundant in the older language. F-ven 
since the Renaissance, ami v^ithout including the I’K^iade, who were masters of it, 
it can be found. Victor Hugo's exceptional po.«;session of its secret is his great 
glory. Agrippa d’.Aubign^, the P6re r.«nioyne, Baudelaire, Verlaine, know it 
well. Rut it h.irdly shows at all in the average poetry of 1600-1800 ; and the 
Romantics did not always find it. Even the wonderful charm of Musset's 
“A S.\int-Blaise ” and •* I.’Andalouse ” is due rather to rhythm than to strict 
vowel-music. 

* Provencal no doubt has it. But why did the Provcn9als spelt so badly? 
Except the Dutch, they seem to me the chief sinners in that way. 
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had |)ertected its own means, if they were not great. But we 
get flashes and scraps of it not seldom as we go in Middle 
English—the line, for instance, quoted above from a miracle- 
play- 

The land of vision is full far, 

derives at least part of its exceptional beauty from the way in which, 
after a run of short or blunt vowels, the last “ far ” breaks and 
scatters light and sound like a rocket at its culmination. Chaucer 
could not miss it. Once more the old favourite— 

That all the orivnl laughrtn of the light, 

owes in its turn not a little to the three great contrasted o-a^i 
sounds used at the strong places of the line. So does the 

Swcnl of winter keen an»l rold 

of the Squires Tale to the shufldering re’s and oo\ of its last 
longs. He knew what he was doing in bringing O alma Redemf*- 
toris into the Prioress' 7 ali\ and in wTiting a hundred places of 
'J'roilus. But the aid of vowel music is specially (though by no 
means exclusively) valuable in the more serious and passionate 
verse; and from this, as everybody knows, he more and more 
drew aw'ay. 

You cannot be thinking of your vowtds (even if you had ears 
to hear) when you are praying to all the saints in Christendom 
to get you safely over a certain number of syllables, and are not 
being very well heard by them. So that v\e gel little ‘ of this 
music in the English Chaucerians, while the abumlance of broad 
sound, and the prevalence of aureate language, make it <'onirnoner 
(in both senses) in Scots.- But the ballad gives excellent o])enings 
for it; only it must not be of too elaborate a kind there. And with 
Sackville and Spenser it once more c<jmes into great and admir¬ 
able use. Sackville’s fine picture of Hell owes a great deal to it, 
and it is one of the many souls that can be drawn out of the 
weaver of the Taerie Queene. In the first it was probably instinc¬ 
tive ; in the last I can hardly think it so. 'I’here never was a 
more deliberate, as perhaps there never was a greater, poetical 
artist than Spenser ; and he too must have known what he was 
doing. All over the Faerie Queene —on every page as you open 
it at random—there is the light and colour which this very music 
of which we are speaking, and that music alone, can spread.® I 

’ It is feeble even when it occurs, .-is in Lydgates "seven best lines " (.is Miss 
Kitty would say), on p. 231. 

* Dunbar and AlcJtander .Sc'ott seem to me to have the most coininand of it. 

* I hardly know a more unhappy phrase than the often-quoted ' • Spensftrian 
vowds that elope with ease" —like Lydia Bennet ! 
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take my usual sortes and open straight (in the least generally 
studied of the Books, and in an edition in which I have never 
specially studied that Book, though I have in others) on the 
following—VI. VI. ii. 6— 

Wasting the strengtli of her immortal age. 

It is not a cai>ital example at fir.st sight; not of the most beautiful 
and appealing. But observe the way in which, after the inserted 
t and o (the i between is little more than an interval) the a recurs 
—the circle of eternity symbolises itself in the completion of the 
music. These are the things on which it seems to me unneces¬ 
sary—almost profane—to insi.st; but which may be at least brought 
to the notice of those v-’ho may be stimulated to follow them out 
for themselves, and make them their own. It is in this way that 
the study of prosody and of literature justifies itself—in this that 
it should be pursued. Ami I shall think myself sufficiently for¬ 
tunate if I am permitted to continue the suggestion, and to supply 
the facts, which might perhaps otherwise escape those who have 
not had, and may never have, time for the independent discovery 
of them. 
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